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IHTRODUOTION

c=--

Western civilization has been influenced by Indian
thought in two ways -one through the Greeks, and the other through modern English scholarship.

The former has

affected us but slightly, ·being the result of oral interchange, rather than of immediate literary borrowing, -thus
passing only indirectly into our syatem,l

The latter is

reacting upon English literature today2 in a manner an~ to
an extent which seems not to have been fully rem.lized by
either the East or the West,
India still remains to the western world something of
a mystery, a succession of romantic and gorgeous pictures,.
or a fantastic fable, without form or meaning,

To capture

the flavor of this extraordinary land, to understand the inner life of her people, their experiences and ways of thought,
their beliefs and aspirations, can only become possible by
going baolt three thousand five hundred years in her hi story
and tracing the wide and uninterrupted stream of her literary
a.ctivity, up from the early Sanskrit Vedas o:f 1500 B. 0. to
the present time, when Sanskrit works still continue to be
written side by side with modern works in English, whose
modes of thought and expression are different from those o:f
1 The Oambridge History of English Literature, XIV,
3. '
A. A. Macdonell, Indials Past, 159, H. H. Gowen, !

History of Indian Literature, 137-139.

2 Ibid, 569-571.

Pi

--- - -- - ---

b----tj-

vi
the West, because of their Sanskrit background, and which
are offering what to us are new ways of solvir€ problems,
new interpretati.ons of life, new modes of artistic e:x:pression, gleaned from the genius of their ancient culture.
Thus, there runs through the whole history of India, through
its three or four thousand years, a high road, or it is
perhaps more accurate to se.y, a high mountain path of litera.ture.

With the exception of Ohina, Max Muller tells us,

there is nothing like this literary continuity in the whole
world.l

;::;;; -

-

It is the purpose of this thesis to trace the flow of
this stream of literary activity down to the present time
when, with the birth of Indo-Anglian literature, the fundamental purpose of Indian literature has become revealed to

I

I

the world,- with the earnest desire that this revelation
may be one more means of strengthening the ties between East
and West,
::::--

1 India:

What Oan It Teach Us? 101-102.

---

--
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Indian literature may, for the purpose of our subject, be divided into five periods:

!££ Vedic 2I Scriptural Period, chiefly from 1500 to
1000 B. 0., contains work which was composed or written in
an early form of Sanskrit.

Only a little more than a cen-

tury ago it was di.scovered that this early language is
closely allied to Greek, Latin, Teutonic, Oel tic, and Slavonic.

The study of this period of Indian literature has

resulted in the foundation and development of four branches
of Western study - Compara.ti ve Philology, Comparative Mythology, Comparative Religion, and Comparative Literature,
which between them have made a large contribution to the
culture and enlightenment of the world.l
The Sectarian Perio...Q. dates from the sixth century B. c.,

a------;::;;~::-:-

----

(the time of Buddha), and later, and extends to a period
several centuries after Christ.

Classical Sanskrit now be-

came the literary vehicle of the Hindus.

At the same time

there came into existence a vernacular, derived from a die,..;
lect of the Vedic period, called Prakri t, which, in its relation to Sanskrit, resembled that of Old Italian to 61ass-

~-----

---------------

-~-~-~

-

~~~

ical Latin.
Of the greatest interest during this period are the
-..
"
-

l A. A. Macdonell, India's Past, 12-13.

.

---- - - - - - - - --

.

2

linguistic works which deal with phonetics, derivation and
grammar; for in these subjects Indians arrived at more important results than any other nation of antiquity.l
The study of the literature of this period by European scholars, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, brought them face to face with the necessity of a
comp1ete revolution in the whole attitude of grammatical
procedure, which had, hitherto, been modeled on that of the
Greeks.2
In the Medieval Indian Period, Sanskrit continued as
the literary language.
The most striking difference between the Vedic and
San,skri t 1i terature is that the former is essentially religious; the latter, witll few exceptions, is profane.3
During this period the bulk of literature is poetry, and is
distinguished by the birth of the Epio and Lyric, and the
Drama.
This period and the preceding one are responsible for
the most valuable product of Indian literature - its folklore -which in India was, earlier and to a wider extent,
raised to the rank. of actual literature than among other
nations of antiquity.

This is the most original department

of Indian literature.

It is also the one that has

1

'
'
A. A. Macdonell,
op.oit.,
57-60.

2 Benjamin Ide Wheeler, 11 The Progress of The History of
Language During the Last Century, 11 International
University Lectures, I, 1909.
3 A. A. :Macdonell, op.oit., 80.

~k---·
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exercised a greaoer influence on foreign literature than
any other branch of Indian writing.l
In the early beast fables, romances and fairy tale
collections, the use of a frame work, or envelope story,
with which the subordinate gtories are associated, and into which they are fitted, is a literary device which first
originated in India, and which has spread far end wide into o_ther literatures.

It may be recognized in The Thousand

and One Nights, Oha.ucer' s Canterbury Tales,. th~ _Decameron
and Heptameron, W1:1.11am Morris 1 Earthly Paradi ae and Longfellow's Tales of a Wayside Ipn, among others.

One of the

most fe.scinating chapters in the history of world literature is concerned with the gradual distribution of Indian
folk~ore

1nto other lands, east and west,2

It was during this period that the heroic poem, the
;Mal'labharat§l., considered to be the "greatest

si~le

effort

of literary creation of any culture in human history, 11 was·
written.

A modern critic thus sums it up:

It is difficult for any mind to conceive the mind that
conceived it, and the effort to do so is almost itself a
liberal education, ... Oharacters appear by hundreds, and
episodes follow episodes with tlle infinite resourcefulness
of Time. Nevertheless, there is no moment when the plan
of the work is forgotten. At regular stages, by astronomical clock time, as it were, everything is gathered together or is reassembled for a fresh phase of the continuous history. In the interval, relationships have been established between scores of characters, each of whom, moreover, has undergone mutation by experience, yet, on reassembly, the whole inn~merable caravan is marshalled and set
off again without the least confusion in the. mind of the
l Macdonell, op.cit., 115-116.

I.

2 Gowen, A History of Indian Literature, 425-432.

,::....

----C"'"c_---------=o.-~~
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reader ••. Taken as literature si~ly, as the most colossal
work of literary art ever created, its example and inspiration are as multiform and vital as time itself. It contains every literary form and device known to all the literary schools, every story ever enacted or narrated, every
human type and circumstance ever created or encountered.
Unlike the reading of ~va~ive works of art, the reading of the Mahabharata is £irst-ha~d experience. One ends
it different, just as one eme:..·"'es different from everything
real,l
Between this period and the following one lies a gap,
during which India was subjected to a season of invasion
and conquest, fiut by Muhammadan invaders f;rom the North,
and then by European foreigners from the sea,
The general :reaction in India to these waves of foreign
invasion was to drive the Hindu to a deeper and more passionate devotion to his own deities -a devotion which pro..
duced, in the literary field, much in the way of religious
wr~tings,

devoted to mystic raptures over various Hindu gods.

On the other hand, we find certain Hindu writers who attempted to find satisfaction in the synthesizing of the opposite systems,

Kabir, who was born in the middle of the

fifteenth century, was one of the chief of these who attempted to synthesize Muhammadinism and Hinduism.

Born

ltmammadan, he aarly became converted to Hinduism.

Hia po-

etry presents a style altogether new in the literature of
India, with something Semi tic, rather than Indian about its
passion,2
1 A. R. Orage, "New Standards in Art and Literature'',
Atlantic Monthly OXXXV, 2, 204-207, Feb. 1925.
2 Gowen, op.cit., 490-493,

/:1 ----

§

From the sixteenth century onwards, many changes have
to be noticed in the literary languages of India.

The old

classical Sanskrit and the classical Prakrits now became
Hindi, divided roughly into the three great branches of
Panjabi, Western Hindi and Eastern Hindi.

The Persian of

the Muslim now became what is known as Hindustani or Urdu·the language of the court - a polyglot composition of many
tongues, Sanskrit, Hindi, Arabic and Persian.l
On the whole, this gap between the Medieval and the
following period of Indian literature represents two centuries of omos, when

11

the Indian muse lingered on a sick-

bed, slowly developing its diverse vernaculars, and wa,i ting for something to happen, for something that would
I

bring India the solidarity of a political regime untrammeled by the lusts of Imperial aggrandisement •..• In the uncertainty of continual warfare only an abstracted sort of
art could prevail, if it could prevail at all, and in the
veritable orgy of destruction that raged all around, it
seemed as if the entire basis of Indian culture would collapse into the boundless pit of an everlasting obli vion.n2
With the coming of the British to India began that
interaction between the European and Hindu cUltures which
brings us to the next period of Indian literature.
The Anglo-Indian Period began with the sixteenth
1 Gowen, op.cit., 513-514.
2 L. Cranmer Byng and Dr. S. A. Kapadia, in their Introduction to The Golden B:reath, 26-27.

6
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century.
Up to the nineteenth century, this literature was
mainly the work of a comparatively small body of English
men who had lived in India only during the working part of
their lives.

Their writings, although partaking of Indian

local color, are essentially English in outlook and interpretation,l

The chief service they have rendered India

has been to bring into strong relief what to the native
writer was commonplace to the point of being ignored.a
First and foremost among these writers stands out Sir William Jones, whose Anglo-Indian poetry, a reliable critic
informs us, was a very real achievement, representing, as
it did, an honest and by no means unsuooessful attempt to
enter fUlly into the spirit of the religious life of India,3
By the middle of the nineteenth century, the fact that
a new 11 genre 11 of literature had been created had been borne
in upon the minds of interested men.

A writer in the Oal-

cutta Review of 1855 says:
Gradually, year by year, the ranks of our Anglo-Indian
writers swell, and new works are thrown with eager anxiety
on the wide sea of literature and authorship. We have often
wished that a fUll list of them all could be made out and
continually supplemented as occasion required. A dictionary
of Anglo-Indian writers, or a history of Anglo-Indian literature, would form a subject of immense interest and instruction, not merely to the griffin or the literature, who
makes India and Indians his interested or idle study, but to
the student who wishes to turn over a new page in the
l E. F. Oaten, "Anglo-Indian Literature", The Oambrid.ge
History of English Literature, XIV, 3.
2 Gowen, op.oit., 529,
3 G?wen, op.cit., 533, citing E. F. Oaten, A Sketch of
Anglo-rndian Literature, 1907.

~·····
IL
t::'-
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history of the human mind and the English language and
thought in a country where circumstances, associa.tions
and ties are so very different from those of every other.
land,l

=~-~·~-==

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
the 11 terary sky was

respl~ndent

with wri tinge from Anglo-

Indian writers, all of whom fade by comparison with names
such as Sir Edwin Arnold, Colonel Meadows Taylor, Rudyard
Kipling, and Flora Annie Steel.2 Kipling stands in the
-------

very forefront of those who have made one s.ide of India
real to the outside world - his pictures of Anglo-Indian
society being unsurpassed.

His revelation of the Indian

soul in !1m and his

to the traditional spirit of

loya~ty

Indian folklore in his Jungle Books also will always give
him a permanent literary position.
But the secret of successfully interpreting Indian
life and ideas to the English world was not discovered by
the Anglo-Indian writers.

In 1915, an English writer,

Sir Alfred Lya.ll, thus summed up their position:
Nearly all recent Indian novels have for. their subject
not native but Anglo-Indian society,- the heroes and heroines are English; the native takes the minor or accessory
part in the drama, and gives the prevailing colour, tragical or comical, to the background ••••
The pure Anglo-Indta.n novel has a. narrow range of plot
and characters, which reflects the uniformity of a society
which consists almost entirely outside the Presidency capitals on the sea ooast, of civil military officials, therefore the whole company that play upon the exclusively AngloIndian stage belong to one grade of society, and the hero

~

-

-- ----- - - -

c;·----

,--~-

l Gowen, op. c1·t • , 531.
2 Ibid, 536-541.
----------------

- - - - ----------
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is in~ariably a military officer,l
The secret of successful interpretation of their
country to the world lies, and rightly so, in the hands of
India's own sons and daughters; and the story of their revelation of it brings us to the last and most modern period
of the stream of literary activity- the Indo-Anglian period.
The Indo-Anglian Period, which was ushered in by the
middle of the nineteenth century, is gaining in momemtum
with every year.

~-

By the literature of this period we mean the literaxy
achievements of Indians who have been exposed to a western
educa.tion, and who have chosen English as their medium of
expression,

They bring to their study of the English lang-

uage the wealth of their Indian background, their heritage
of the ancient culture into which they have been born.
Being familiar as the most of them are, not only with our
speech idiom, but with, as one writer terms it, our intellectual and emotional idiom as well ,2 this period of Indian
literature bids fair to become an achievement of art unique

-----

in the history of the relations of the East with the West.

1 Sir A. Lyall, uThe Anglo-Indian Novelist 11 , Studies in
Literature and History, 121-154,
2 Arthur Upham Pope, in his Preface to Layla Majnu, by
Dhan Gopal Mukerj i.
-

-----
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CHAPTER II
·~

STORY OF THE BIRTH OF UDO-ANGLIAN

I
R

LI TERA'l'URE

:,:::___ --

~--

It is a grea'li story, the s'liory of the e.rri val in India
of the life and thought of modern Europe; of the time, in the
nineteenth century, when the government of lndia and the various provincial governments laid out their schemes for In•
dian education on the. basis of modern Western cu:ricula,
No part of India was so powerfully affected bY

1

the New

Learning' as Bengal,
The first incentive for this came through Christian
teaching, the work of the Baptist missionaries at Serampore
in Bengal, and, especially, of William Carey, a man who possessed very little in the way of early advantages, having
been a cobbler and pastor in an English village before his
arrival in India in 1793.

He arrived at a time when the of..;

~-------

ficials of the British East India Company were, in general,
unfriendly to all missi.onary work, being convinced that any
attempt to promote missionary enterprise and educational en-

- ---"--

---- -

-----

lightenmen• would result in universal unrest and the ultimate
overthrow of British rule in India.

For several years, there-

fore, Carey was obliged to carry on his mission work in the
capacity of an indigo planter in Northern Bengal.

Here he

founded the first school for native Indian children in Northern India, under European supervision, with Sanskrit for Hindus, and fersian for Muhammadans.

This school was the

e-··-------

10
precursor of the whole Indian Elementary School system subsequently established under government auspices.l
Carey left here in 1800 to join his future colleagues,
who had placed themselves under the protection of the Danish
flag at the Danish settlement of Serampore, about fourteen
miles from Calcutta.
pore College,

'

Here, in 1818, was founded the Seram-

for the training of Indian and European youth
in Eastern and Western Science and Literature.n 2
0

Oarey 1 s services to India were manifold.

He

took all
knowledge as his province, from grammar to botany. 11 '3 He set
11

Indian pandits working at translation and compilation, and
largely through his efforts, the Ramarana, Mahabharata and
other Indian classics were published in the various vernao..:
ulars. 4
To Dr. Alexander Duff, young Scotch missionary to Oaloutta, and to David Hare and Ram Mohun Roy, all of whom in..:
troduced the modern education into India

the former on re~

ligious, and the latter on secular lines - are due much of the
credit of proving to the Indian world that higher education in
the English language was not only practicable but
The introduction of printing into India,
1

desirable~5

abo~t

the

Howells and Underwood, The Story of Serampore and Its
Oollege, 2-4.

2 Ibid, 2-4.

3 E. J. Thompson, Rabindranath Tagore, 2.
4 H. H. Gowen, A History of Indian Literature, 546.

5o.

M. Buck, India Looks To Her Future, 38-39.

ll

beginning of the nine•eenth cen•ury, gave a new impulse to
literary aspirations.l

To meet the growing demand for English
b-

11.

instruction, the Hindu College had been founded in Calcutta in

,7,' ___ _

1816 by a number of wealthy Indians for the education of their

8----

children in the English language, and in European science,2
Early in the nineteenth century, therefore, the burning question in Bengal was whether the spread of the English language
should be encouraged or not,- a great battle between the
Anglicists and Orientalis•s.3
In London the conscience of England was astir, and there
was written into the charter of the East India Company, which
held its power

~ 1 in

trust for His Majesw, his heirs and suc-

cessors, for the Service of the Government of India" , a clause
which reads, 11 And it is our further will that, so :far as may
be, OUr subjects of whatever race or creed, be :freely and

i~

partially admitted to office in Our service, the duties of
which they may be qualified by their education, ability and
integrity, duly to discharge. 114
MACAULAY'S MINUTE
As a result, it came to pass that Lord William Bentinck,
then Governor General, listened to the "minute 11 of
l R. W. Frazer, A Literary History of India, 388.
2 Howells and Underwood, op. cit., 23.
3 Sir John Cumming, Modern India, 148.
4 0. M. Buck, India Looks To Her Future, 38-39.

E

---

---
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Thomas Babington Macaulay, a president of the board or general committee to consider education in India, and issued
his Resolution of March 7, 1835, that

11

the great object of

the British Government ought to be the promotion of European
literature and science among the natives of India, and that
the funds appropriated to education would be best employed in
English Education alone. 111
As a result of this policy there has been in modern British India a steady and increasing output of English literature
written by Indians.
Macaulay 1 s famous

11

Minute 11 has been much ori tici zed.

Some of the most pertinent and intelligent arguments against
it take this view::The interaction on the European and Hindu cultures had
begun to be felt on the coasts of India much earlier than the
Ultimate conquest of the country by Britain.

Warren Hastings,

the first Governor General of India under the East India company, had evinced a deep interest in Indian religion, and
was, indeed, the unconscious agent through whom the influence
of the Bhagavad-Gita penetrated into the poetry of William
Blake.

In 1789 Sir William Jones began to translate

Sakuntala.

The emulation of their culture by Englishmen

made the Hindus correspondingly desirous to know something of
English culture, and soon they were startled by the

11

new

learning" that the missionaries brought in from the West.
1 0. M. Buck, India Looks ~o Her Fu]ure, 38•39

~-=---=----
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Had this relationship been maintained, we do not know what
marvels of literature the play of Eastern and Western influences might have produced.

But, in 1835, Lord Macaulay

l::;r ---------------------

~
~-

"delivered his notorious minute on Indian education, declared in tones of pompous imperial and racial superiority
that the heathen culture of India had no potential significance _and that what Greece and Rome had been to England,
England might become to India, thus imposing English as the
medium through which all the arts and sciences were to be
studied in the native universities.

The result was that the

national consciousness of Indian students, whiob might have
been enriched by grasping the fundamentals of European culture, if these bad been put before it in the vernaculars, had
first to struggle to grasp the medium through which that
oul ture was to be imparted. 11

Even this obstacle might have

been surmounted, but the curriculum of the British University
in India was specifically designed to supply the needs of

------

----------------

!"=----_-

Government officers.

------~---

Given Sheridan and Burke in selections

(not in the original) and stories from Shakespeare (not
Shakespeare in the original), thousands of matrioulate.d Babus
(members of upper classes in Bengal) were dumped out whol~
sale from every every educational institution in the land,
with a very inadequate appreciation of the instincts of
European oul ture and with not an iota of knowledge of their
own.l
1 L. Oranmer-Byng and Dr. S. A. Kapadia, in their In~roduotion
to The Golden Breath, 27-29.

------

14

In any case, so drastic an innovation as the complete
changing of a people 1 s 1 i terary language coUld not bear immediate results of value, and for a long time it remained

[c__:___~

doubtfUl. whether Indians coUld become so completely Ang-

no::===-

t='~--

-

- -- --

-

--- --

licized as to contribute anything of lasting value, except
in very rare cases, to English literature.
THE NINE'l'!CEN1'H OENTURY RENAISSUOE
In some places in India, particu1ar1y in !engal, the
adoption of English as the language of secondary education,
f~-

---

had the altogether unexpected, though highly desirable re•
sult of revivifying the vernacular - thus producing what is
called in the literary world, the Nineteenth Oentury Renaissance.

o,

F. Andrews, in his

11

Essay On The Bengal Renaissance",

finds a striking similarity between the course taken by the
Bengali Renaissance of the nineteenth century, and thao of
Western

~rope

in the sixteenth century:

"In Europe it was •he shock of the Arab civilization
and the faith of Islam which startled the West out of the
intellectual torpor of the Dark Ages. Then followed the recovery of the Greek and Latin classics and a new interpretation of the Christian Scriptures, both of which, acting
together, brought the fUll Reformation and Renaissance.
In Bengal it was the shock of the Western civilization that startled the East with new life, and helped forward its wonderful rebirth. Then followed the revival of
the Sanskrit classics and a reformation from within of the .
old religions. These two forces aoting tog~ther, made the
Bengal Renaissance a living power in Asia. 11 1
l 0. F. Andrews, (Ed.) in his Introduction to Letters To
A Friend, By Rabindranath Tagore.

..
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It was a brilliant and precocious age, bubbling over
with a new vitality, but wayward and unregulated, like a
rudderless ship on a stormy sea.l
if
~--~-·

LEADING INDO-ANGLIAN WRITERS OF THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY
The fusing point of Old and New produced many brilliant
literary characters, the pioneer among them being Ram Mohun
Roy.
~

Mobun RQI (1774-1832)
Hie presence saved Bengal at this crisis.

11

!f one were

asked", writes Dr. Bannerjea, "to point to the Indian through
whose courageous efforts a golden bridge was first erected,
uniting the progressive, practical traditions of the West,
with the sublime idealism of the East, I should point to
Ram Mohun Roy. 112
Born in Lower Bengal in 1774, be was, in his earliest
years, influenced by the Christian attitude, rather than by
the Muhammadan abhorrence of idols.

Hie first writings, at

the age of sixteen, were pamphlets against idolatory.

He

now gave himself to the study of English with 'such success
that his style earned the praise of Jeremy Bentham for its
grace, ease and precision. 3
1 0. F. Andrews, (Ed.), op.cit.
2 D. N. Bannerjea, India's Nation Builders, 40, Cited by
Gowen in his History of Indian Literature, 546.
3 Gowen, op.cit,, 546.
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His chief aim was to re-create in the hearts of the

F=

Bengali people that true reverence for the Indian past

E:
,.,.--,=-------!"'--

which should lead to a revival of their own Indian classics
writings with which at this time few, outside the Brahame,

"

~

~---

were acquainted.
On the literary side he was one of the most ardent promoters of the

ne~

Western learning, and in 1823 eagerly threw

himself into the movement to help forward Macaulay's program.
Hie mission was a wide one, and ably he filled it.

He

had first to create a new prose literature, to raise his own
vernacular to the dignity of a medium for inculcs,ting among
the uninstructed mass of the people not only what he found
suited to his own national instincts in the learning of the
West, but what he deemed worthy of presentation in the sacred
writings .of his own race. 1
He wrote both in Sanskrit and Bengali, as well as.in
English.

His views, one. critic tells us, were expressed

more clearly and gracefully in his English and Sanskrit writ~
ings, than in the Bengali vernacular, but at least he showed
future writers that the vernaculars were capable of being
used for literary purposes, whereas, before his time, they
had merely been used for poetic effusions. 2
In 1828, after studying the Old Testament in Hebrew,
and the New Testament in Greek, he arrived at certain definite convictions, and founded the Brahma-Samaj, or "Society
1 R. W. Fraser, A Literary History of India, 393.

2 -Ibid, 39ih

_,-
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of Believers in Bra.hma, the Supreme Spirit. 11

The first

church of the Bra.hma-samaj was founded in Calcutta in 1830.1
Sir M. Monier-Williams says that Ram Mohun Roy was
"perhaps the first earnest minded investigator of the science

---~----

---=----

of comparative religion that the world has produced. 11 a
In 1830 he sailed for England.

He was

11

the first Indi-

an of rank and influence to cross the black water. 11

His

constitution proved unequal to the change of climate, and
he died here in 1833.

He was buried, first in the garden of

his hostess, Miss Castle, and later in the cemetery of Arne's
Vale, Bristol.3

By the middle of the nineteenth century minds of many
types were busy.

A creative period in Bengali literary his..;

tory had set in, which represented not merely an awakening
of Bengal, but the beginning of a new era for the whole of
This Bengali Renaissance bore on its surface the marks

Asia.

of conflict between the new Western learning, and the revived Sanskrit olassios. 4
Bankim Chandar Chatterjee5 (1838-1894)
Bankim Chandar Chatterjee is Bengal's greatest novelist,1 Gowen, History of Indian Literature, 547.

a Ibid.
3 E. Collett, Life and Letters Of Ram Mohun Roy, otte.d by
Gowen, 548.
4
C. F • Andrews, op.c it •
5

Though not, strictly speaking, a leading Indo-Anglian writer,
he has been included here because of his immense influence
on Indo-Anglian writers.

-

- - -----=-=----=--=------

18

the 'Scott of Bengal'.

He was the first B. A. of the Oal-

cutta University, and manifestly under the influence of Sir
Walter.

But, though his novels owe their form to Western
~

influence, the subject matter and spirit of his Durges

F"' - - - - - - - - - -

Nandini, Kopa1a Kundala, Krishna Oharita and the rest are
essentially native. 1

--~---

Though able to write in English, he chose Bengali as
his literary medium,

English translations of most of his

novels are nC!lw available.
11

Bankim Oha.ndar Chatterjee," says Dr. Frazer, "is the

first great creative genius modern India has produced.

;-=;-

He

is the first clear type of what a fusion between East and
West may produce •••• For the Western reader hie novels are a
revelation of the inward spirit of Indian life and thought, 112:
A tribute paid him by a fellow countryman and Indo-·
Anglian poet may not be inappropriate here:0 master of delicious words! the bloom
Of champak and the breath of king-perfume
Have made each musical sentence with the noise
Of women's ornaments and sweet household joys
And laughter tender as the voice of leaves
Playing with vernal winds. The eye receives,
That reads these lines, an image of delight,
A world with shapes of spring and summer, noon and night;
0 plains, 0 hills, 0 rivers of sweet Bengal,
0 land of love and flowers, the spring-bird 1 s call
And southern wind are sweet among your trees;:
Your poet's words are sweeter far than these,
Your heart was this man's heart. Subtly he knew
The beauty and divinity in you.
1 Gowen, op,cit., 551.

a R.

W. Frazer, A Literary History of India, 420.

._,__::_-~=--
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His nature kingly was and as a god
In. large serenity and light he trod
His daily way, yet beauty, like soft flowers
Wreathing a hero's sword, ruled all his hours.
Thus moving in these iron times and drear,
Barren of bliss and robbed of golden cheer,
He sowed the desert with ruddy-hearted rose,
The sweetest voice that ever spoke in prose. 1

-

Romesh Ohandar Dutt (1848-1900).
---

This many-sided man of !etters was one of tbe most dis-

~---~--··

tinguished figures in India in the eeoond half of the nineteenth century,
Born in Calcutta, and married at the early age of fifteen, Yr, Dutt sailed several. yee.rs later for England to
compete for Oivil Service.

Successful in the examination, he

traveled extensively in Europe, and this led to his first
literary experiment, Three Years in Europe.

When he returned

to India, he produced his well-known and useful History of
Bengali Literature, and then settled down to become a worthy
follower of India 1 s first great novelist in his writing of
historical novels, many of which have gone through numerous
editions. 2

Though using English in ell other fields of 11 t-

erature, Mr. Dutt wrote his aovels in Bengali, and resisted
all entreaties to translate them into English. 3 His Lays Of
Ancient India bear witness, Professor Gowen tells us, to the
poet 1 s genuine skill in the rendering of Indian themes into
1 Sri Aurobindo Ghose,

Bunkim Chandra Ohatoerji", in ·!n
Antholory of Modern Indian Poetry, (ed. by Gwendoline
Goodwin , 74,
11

2

Gowen, op.cit. • 553.

3

R. W. Frazer, op.cit., 429.

~
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metrical English composition.l
Writing of the Bengali Renaissance, Dutt says:
Every revolution is attended with vigor, and the present one is no excention to the rule. Nowhere in the annals
of Bengali literature are so many or so bright names found
crowded together in the limited space of one century as those
of Ram Mohun Roy, Akhay Kumar Dutt, Isvar Chandar Gupta,
Mahdu Sudan Dutt, Ham Chandar Bannerjea, Bankim Ohandar
Ohatterj ee, and Dinabandu Mitra. Within the three quarters
of the present century, prose, blank verse, historical fiction, and drama have been introducedfor the first time in
the Bengali literature, and works of imagination have been
written which leave t~e highest and. best efforts of previous
centuries far behind.

;r--

,_,

-

--

-

------ - - -

Michael Madhusudhan Datta, (or Dutt).
Michael Dutt, Christian poet, is known as 'the Milton
of Bengal'.
blank verse.

He was the naturaliser of the sonnet and of
He began by writing English verse, but aban-

doned this after a while, and composed his later poems in a
wonderfUlly sonorous and majestic Bengali metre.3 His epic,
Meghnadbo4hkabya, handling Sanskrit classical legend in an
-

essentially romantic spirit, is to this day the darling work
of his countrymen of the old schook, and, with the majority
of the new, the statement that Rabindranath Tagore is a
greater poet than Michael rouses scoffing anger.4
Aru Dutt.
-Toru and -

No mention of nineteenth century Indian Literature is

1
2

3

Gowen, loc.cit., 553.

J. N. Gupta, Life and Work of Romesh Ohunder Dutt, 64;
cited by Gowen, 551.
.

0. F. Andrews, (Ed,) in his Introduction to Letters to a
Friend By Tagore.

4 E. J. Thomson, Rabindranath Tagore, 3.
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complete without allusion to these two sisters, both of whom
were so early claimed by death.
11

Toru, the younger sister,

fairest and frailest flower among wri ters 11

and died at the early age of twenty-one.

,

was born in 1856

-

Jbi:_ -,,

s-:--a

!:lil-C

~~··-

- - - --·

She spent some years

of her later childhood in Europe,- her first work being A
Sheaf Gleaned in French Fields.

She was induced by Edmund

Gosse to turn from European to Indian subjects, and in 1882
was published her beet-known work, Ancient Ba11ads And
Legends of Hindostan, written in English. 1 our one regret
on reading this, is that the English language is essentially
un!:'lll.1m to the

11

r1ot of imagery and ornament" which torm part

of the make-up of the oriental mind.a

Though, as one crit1o

pointe out, her Ballads can never take an abiding place in
the history of English or Indian literature, there are certain poems among them, in which her creative powers found
their fullest play.3

Her technique is, always, practically
--------

faultless.

Some extracts from the following poem have been

chosen as representative of her at her best, with all the
fragrance of her own Sanskrit and Bengali background::
Our Oaeuarina Tree
Like a huge python, winding round and round
The rugged trunk, indented deep with soars
Up to its very summit near the stars,
A creeper climbs, in whose embraces wound
No other tree could live. But gallantly
1 Gowen, op.oit.,554.

2 E. F. Oaten, 11 Anglo-Indian Literature," The Cambridge
History of English Literature, XIV, 3.
3 R. W. Frazer, op.cit., 432.
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The giant wears the scarf, and flowers are hung
In crimson clusters all the boughs among,
Whereon all day are gathered bird and bee;
And oft at night the garden overflows
With one sweet song that seems to have no close,
Sung darkling from our tree, while men repose.
When first my casement is wide open thrown
At dawn, my eyes delighted on it rest;
Sometimes, and most in Winter,-on its crest
A grey baboon sits statue-like alone
Watching the sunrise; while on lower boughs
His puny offspring leap about and play;
And far about and near, kokilas hail the day;
And to the pastures wend our sleepy cows;
And in the shadow, on the broad tank cast
By that hoar tree, so beautiful and vast,
The water lilies spring, like snow enmassed.

~-------

~----
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But not because of its magnificence
Dear is the casuarine. to my soUl:: _
Beneath it we have played; though years may roll,
0 sweet companions, loved with love intense,
For your sakes shall the tree be ever dear!
Blent with your images 1t shall arise.
In memory, till the hot tears blind mine eyes!
What is that dirge-like murmur that I hear,
Like the sea breaking on a shingle-beach?
It is the tree's lament, an eerie speech,
That haply to the unknown land may reach. 1
Aru Dutt, her older sister, died of consumption in 1874,
three years before her sister.
unfulfilled renown.'

She, too, was 'the heir of

What the promise was, Dr. Gowen says,

may be inferred from the first lines of the little poem,
11

Still Barred Thy Doors, 11 (quoted below).

The story is told

of Edmund Gosse's amazement, an opening an unattractive pamphlet of verse, to come upon this poem:
Still barred thy doors! The far east glows,
The morning wind blows fresh and free.
Should not the hour that wakes the rose
Awaken also thee?
1

Toru Dutt, Ancient Ballads And Legends of Hindustan.
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All look for thee, Love, Light and Song,
Light in the sky deep red above,
Song in the lark of pinion ftrong,
And in my heart, true love.
Kasinath Trimbak Telang (1850-1893).

¥--

L_ ·.·
E

Outside of Bengal, about this same time, we have a
very distinguished scholar and author in Telang, a native
of Bombay.

,;

____ _

He was a thorough Sanskrit as well as an Eng-

lish scholar.
Jurist, Statesman, scholar, poet, lover of nature, and
meditative sage, he remains to the West the convincing proof
that 11 it is by the word and the example of him and his like,
that India must be regenerated, and the moral endowments of
her children made noble, serviceable for the general welfare
of mankind,;:::
Men such as Ram Mohun Roy, Michael Madhusudhan Datta,
Bankim Ohandra Ohatterji, Kasinath Trimbak Telang, are, as
Fraser says, "no bas'tard bantlings of a Western civilization;
'they were creative geniuses worthy to be reckoned in the history of India with such men of old as Kalindass, Ohai'tany,
Jaya Deva, Tulsi Das, and Sankara Aokarya, and destined in
the future to shine clear as the first glowing sparks sent
out in the fiery furnace where new and old were fusing, 113
Although mention of the Bengali Renaissance is not complete without allusion to Rabindranath Tagore, who towers
forth among all Indian writers of his time, I have, with intention, reserved a place for him in a later chapter, among
1 Frazer, Lit. His. of India, 436-434; cited by Gowen, 555,

2 Ibid, 443-446.
3 Frazer, op, cit., 446-447.
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leading contemporary Indo-Anglian writers, for it was not
till the first decade of the twentieth century that he be-

gan to write in English.

~

~
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CHAP'l'ER III
THE TrENTIETH CENTURY AND
~--~--:---

RABINDRANATH TAGORE
L,£.

§--

The great achievement of the nineteenth century
Renaissance was the perception of the possibilities of applying European technique for the expression of native Indian
genius.
During the first two decades of the twentieth century,
Western influence on the various vernacular literatures, particUlarly on that of Bengal, continued to produce many innovations.

The novel, the short story as distinguished from

the fairy or folk tale, the sonnet, the ode, the elegy, the
parody, the satire, the essay, were among the various types
of literary composition introduced under the influence of
the West.

Most important of all, was the foundation of a

prose vernacular literature which was mainly the work of writers nurtured in the school of Western thought. 1
CRISIS IN THE HISTORY OF
INDO-ANGLIAN LITERATURE

~-

Strangely enough, the early promise of Indo-Anglian
contributions to English literature seemed to be in danger
of being unfulfilled during the early years of the twentieth
century,- as a stream, which, after a period of flood, runs
1

J. K. Dasgupta, "Western Influence On Bengali Li terature 11

Triveni, VI, 2:118-125, Sept.-oct. 1933.

,
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dry in a desert,- in this case, the desert of mediocrity
and indifference,l
;-c

This colossal experiment,- the grafting of a new lang-

f---

uage on to the Indian people,- has raised this question in
the minds of many an interested onlooker:
If one ventures to borrow any fraction of an alien culture, is one really committing oneself in the long run to
adopting the whole of that culture and discarding the whole
of one 1 s own?

When once the na iii ve society has borrowed any

one particUlar element of the foreign culture, will not the

P:==-=

intrusive cUlture gradually encroach until it will eventually drive the traditional local culture off the field?
When once the wind of Westernization has been given entry
through one of the windows, will it not be virtually impossible to prevent it from blowing through the whole house? 2
The answer to this was anticipated, as we have seen, in
the nineteenth century, when the writers of the Indian Renaissance, (with the collaboration, and indeed very often at
the instigation, of Western men-of-letters, such as Edmund
Gosse), chose to remain true to their own Indian thought and
tradition, though accepting, and even welcoming, imposed
changes in literary technique.
Many Indians, however, were so dazzled and so attracted
by the literature and art of Europe, that they turned their

1 H. H. Gowen, A History of Indian Literature, 558.
The Seam.Less Webb of Western 0Ulture 11
Asia, 34,6; 329-333, June, 1934.

2 Arnold J, Toynbee,

11

,
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backs on everything distinctively Indian, and, in the language of Macaulay , became Englishmen in all but color. l.
Young Bengal, in particular, became thoroughly anglicized in spirit,

i
1"'":

--

-
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~,
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It exulted in Shakespeare's dramas and

Milton's poetry; read Schiller's Robbers and Goethe's Faust;
could name all the English dramatists of the Elizabethan age,
and reproduce from memory lines from still earlier dramatists and fro:!! Holinshed's Ohronicles. 2
Early twentieth century Indo-Anglian literature contains
many

e~dences

t~-

=='=·=
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of writers who had wholly surrendered their

souls to foreign influence.
On the other hand, there had sprung up in the wake of
the Indian literary revival a school of thought whioh, haVW:
ing learnt from Max Muller that all civilization had an
Aryan origin, declared that all modern science had been anticipated in.the researches of Hindu poet-philosophers.

Fol-

lowers o:f this school, and there were many, rejeoted Western
,-,··--

thought completely, and carried tJ1e heresy of Aryan perfec..:.
tion to absurd lengths in irresponsible attempts to justify
all the superstitions of Hindu manners and customs,3
It was a crisis in the history o:f Indo-Anglian literature.

And then, as in the nineteenth century Ram Mohun Roy

had appeared in response to India's need, as a prophet o:f
1

a
3

Sir John Cumming, Is India Civilized? 95.
D. C. Sen, History of Bengali Language and Literature, 881.
Sir John Cumming, op.cit,, 292.
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reform, so now appeared Rabindranath Tagore, the Indian
bard, who represents so completely and absolutely

11

that

ultimate synthesis of influence, Oriental and Ocoidenta1 11 , 1
as to justify for all time the success of England's great
'experiment' in India and the position of Indo-Anglian literature in the eyes of the world,
TAGORE 1 S SYN'l'EESIS
Bengali literature has a double line of descent.

The
;--------------~~

older is lineal, from Sanskrit literature- especially Sanskrit lyric and drama.

Imitations of this classical style

result in flowery, often most sensous poetry,

The second

line of descent is the indigenous one of folk-lyric and legends; full of imaginative beauty and love of nature.

The

waters of these two streams very often did not mingle,- the
pandits {learned Hindus) and folk-poets keeping aloof from
one another for the most part.

Into this double stream oame,

in the nineteenth century, the life and thought of modern
Europe. 2

" -- - - - - -

It has been part of Rabindranath Tagore's greatness that
he has gathered up into his work all these influences, and
has cut a channel in which all these streams have flowed.
To the classical and folk-poetry traditions he has joined
1

'
Gowen, op.cit., 558.

2 E. J. Thompson, Rabindranath Tagore, 1,2. (hereafter
alluded to as 1 Thompson. 1 J
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the eager curiosity of the most modern mind Bengal has
known, with a very wide, if not very deep, acquaintance with
physical science. 1 He is profoundly versed in English liter-

s-------------

ature, and to some extent in French, and is thus a product
of European as well as Indian thought.2
HIS LIFE
Tagore 1 s genius is so many-sided, that the only way to
penetrate the secret of his greatness will be to assemble
the influences under which he was molded.
CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH
He was born May 6th, 1861, at Jorasanko, Bengal,

The

surname, changed familiarly by the West into Tagore, is in
the original, 11 Thakur, 11 which means literally a god or a
lord. 3 His family, one of the first families of Bengal,

-----------------------

with extensive possessions in land, was rich in genius and
talent.

Every movement of the outside world- political,
F.~--->--

literary and religious, found echoes in his home,

-__,-----~-

He was

encouraged to write verse almost as soon as he could walk.
Music and drama were the very air he breathed.

His mother

had died while he was a child, and he grew up in the vast,
rambling family home, loving solitude,- "a dreaming,
1
2
3

Thompson, op.cit., 40.
Sir Francis Younghusband, Dawn in India, 246.
E. Rhys, Rabindranath Tagore, 9,

- ---------
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interested child, standing with face pressed against the
verandah railings."

=

This enables us to understand his child-

poems in The Crescent Moon.

Before he was fifteen, some of

his Bengali lyrics and verse-tales were published, - most

~----

lr'u

of them being obviously influenced by Scott,l
A visit to England in 1877 gave him an opportunity to
attend a course of lectures under Henry Morley at University
College, London.

In his Reminiscences, he speaks of the

stimulation, rather than nourishment, that he gained from
his study of English literature at this time.

His literary

~-

gods were Shakespeare, Milton and Byron, and the quality in
their work which stirred him most was their strength of passion.2
A PERIOD OF INTELLECTUAL FERMENT Aim
LITERARY EXPERIMENT (1879-1887)
-----

When he was eighteen years old, he had a spiritual ex-

-'

--

-

-_,

-- -

-

--

-

-

perience which came and passed away, leaving in his memory
a direct message of spiritual reality, which marks the origin of the poet's profound sense of his oneness with the
Universe.

- - - -

--

He describes this experience in his Hibbert lec•

tures:
One day while I stood watching at early dawn the sun
rising out of its rays from behind the trees, I suddenly
felt as if some ancient mist had in a moment lifted from my
1 Thompson, 7-1.0.
2 Tagore, My Reminiscences, 175-182.

-

31
eight, and the morning light on the face of the world revealed. an inner radiance of joy. The invisible screen of
commonplace was removed from all things and all men, and
their uloimate significance was inoensified in my mind ••••
The poem I wrote on the first day of my surprise was named
1 The Awakening of _the Wal.erfall. 1
The waterfall, whose
spirit lay dormant in its icebound isolation, was touched
by the sun and, bursting in a cataract of freedom, it found
_its finality 1n an unending sacrifice, in a continual union
with the sea.

,__
~-""-

The poems that flowed out of Rabindranath after his
vision were, he says, "the first throwing -of his inner self
outwards."

They embody for him

the joy of attaining the
2
Infinite, within the Infinite, within the finite,n
11

----------~

The youthful Tagore drank deep.l.y of the wine of youth,
In his poem,

11

The Gleaming Vision of Youth, 11 (translated

into English by the poet w'hen he was fifty-eight years old)
he thus describes this period of his life:
I run as the musk-deer runs in the shadow of the
forest, mad with hie own perfume.
The night is the night of Mid-May, the breeze is
the breeze of the south,
I lose my way and I wander, I seek what I cannot
get, I get what I do not seek,
From my heart comes out and dances the image of my
own desire.
The gleaming vision flits on.
I try to clasp it firmly, it eludes me and leads me
astray.
I seek what I cannot get, I get what I do not seek. 3
The young poet in his ardor filled the cup of life to
overflowing by the superabundance of his genius.

During

1 In Religion of Man, cited by M. R. Anand, The Golden
Breath, 38,39,
2
Ibid.
3
Tagore ., The Gardener, No .15, 35.
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this period he wrote poetry, novels, prose-drama, political
and social articles, miscellaneous essays, chiefly critical,
like no.thing in Bengal hi therto.l

,
~--

·~
E

His Evening Songs showed indubitably that he was a poet,
and a new and true one.

The great achievement of these

poems (written, as was all of his work in the nineteenth century, in Bengali) was their atmosphere;· the poems are free
and show evidence of· a feeling after a metrical liberty und.reamed.of hitherto in Beng~li literature. 2
A group of sonnets that he wrote during this period,
dedicated to the glorification of woman 1 s physical charm,
horrified the Bengali literary world, net on literary, but
on moral grounds, and won for him a quite unjustified reputation as daring and wicked.

The pandits and old-fashioned

Hindu moralists were shocked at these realistic love-poems.
They were afraid that he was going to introduce the romanticism of the West, of Byron and Shelley, into India, and
to depart from the classical severity of Indian literary
treatment of the human passions.

Tagore was attacked also

for having introduced colloquialism in Bengali, for being
11

a poet of broken meter and lisping language. 113
About this time the young poet met Bankim Ohandar

Chatterjee for the first time, and the warm recognition of
1 Thompson, 13-20,
2 Ibid, lB.
3

B. K. Roy, Rabindranath Tagore, 60-65.

...
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his genius given him by this, the greatest Bengali novelist of his time, was a source of inspiration and encouragement.1
THE SADHANA (1mDITATION) PEIOD (1888-1895)

I

On the River Padma (a branch of the Ganges), these
years were spent by Tagore at the family estate of Shileida,
the management of which his father had entrusted to him.

I

His Torn Letters, a delightfUl correspondence written in
Bengali, and partly translaoed into English by one of the
a.blest of his biographers, Mr. Thompson, gives us many a
vivid picture of his life here, much of which he spent in a
boat on the river.

It was a time of deepest and most joy-

ous conmmnion with nature, which helped to build up the
tranquility of his later years.

He is rarely happy in his

landscapes, we are told, till he has added a river to them. 2
For him, the Himalaya Mountains were too overwhelming.

He

- --- - - - - - - - - - - -

~~

----·-·-

---~-----·-----

------

prefers the calm deep-flowing river to the raging torrent.
The Ganges, as it flows placidly through the plain is his
primeval love - the symbol of the life that is forever mak-'
ing towards the great ocean of Eternity from which it sprang.3
Tagore is the Poet of Bengali Seasons.

His very many

descriptions of the Rains abound in imaginative touches; he

..

1

E--

2

3

Tagore, My Reminiscences, 212,213,

D

Thompson, 20,21.
Sir Francis Younghusband, Dawn in India, 252.
.
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speaks of the lightning, like a

11

fiery snake biting the

darkness again end again, 11 the clouds appearing on the aerial

""

----------------

stage like 11 dancers shaking their tambourines of thunder,

and disappearing."

He has a thousand pictures of every

Indian season, all distinct from ee.ch other, and all perfect •1
In Shileida., also, he imbibed the spirit which made him
II

clothe his. Golden Eengal 11 in e.n idealistic garb.

His song

'Golden Bengal' has been sung with renewed fervor ever since
the inauguration of the Nationalist movement in India:
11 I love you, my p;olden Bengal, for you.r sky and y-our

air always play on the harp of my heart.,. ,!£other, reverence
bows my head to be hallowed by the dust of your feet, which
I hold. more precious than the dust of diamonds and emeralds. 112
It was here, too, that he came into intimate touch with
the people at last.

In his lack of class-feeling, as in

many other features of his poetry, he has been found to reBoth aristocrats by birth, both have never
accepted their heritage of social euperiority, 3

------

---

semble Shelley,

The simplicity of spirit and devotional idealism of the
illiterate but intelligent, high-thinking and devout Indian
peasants, living on hie father's estate, afforded much inspiration to'Tagore,

In Torn Letters he writes of them thus:

"I feel a heart-felt sorrow when I look at the Indian
l

a
3

Thompson, 73.
E. K. Roy, Rabindranath Tagore, 108-110,
Thompson, 22.

--

-------- ----
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farmers.

They are so helpless, as if they were babies of

mother earth.

They suffer from hunger unless she feeds them

with her own hands.

When her breast is dry, they just cry;

and again, if they get a little to eat, they forget all about their past sorrows in a moment.n 1
Whenever they experience anything supernatura,l, a Hindu
writer tells us, the Hindus are wont to turn ascetic.

But

Rabindrenath heard the call and clung to the world more closely

th~

ever, and his attachment for the world ripened into

selfless love for the oppressed and suffering millions of
famine-stricken India.a
11

It is strange, 11 he once told Mr. Thompson, "that even

when so young (as at the age of sixteen} I had that idea,
which was to grow with my life all along, of realizing the
Infinite in the finite, and not, as some of our Indian metaphysicians do, eliminating the finite. 113
In his Gitanjali (Song Offerings) he sings:
Deliverance is not for me in renunciation. I feel the
embrace of freedom in a thousand bonds of delight.
Thou ever pourest for me the fresh draught of thy wine
of various colours and fragrance, filling this earthen vessel to the brim.
My world will light its hundred different lampe with
thy flame and place them before the altar of thy temple.
No, I will never shut the doors of my senses. The delights of sight and hearing and touch will bear thy delight~
Yes, all my illusions will burn in"to illumination of
l

B. K. Roy, loc.cit., 110-111.

2 Mulk Raj Anan~, The Golden Breath, 79,80.
3

Ibid, 43.

;:;; --
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joy, and all my desires ripen into fruits of love.l
"Break the darkness with the thunder's flash!
heart also breaks, let it break!
dow is a prison.

If the

The house that has no win-

Shatter it, let the light of heaven en-

ter!"- that is his constant cry when he finds himself sublimating the soul to the exclusion of the body.

He is

helped in this by his love of Nature.a
Tagore 1 s religion is definitely pantheistic and as definitely Indian as Walt Whitman's religion was American, or
Wordsworth's English.

He loves the world with a passion and

intensity that has been rarely, if ever, surpassed by any
writer, past or present.
with the Universe.

He has a profound sense of oneness

Thus he says:

Oh, how I love this world that is lying here so quietly!
I feel like hugging it with all its trees and flowers, rivers
and plains, noise and quiet, mornings and evenings. I often
wonder if heaven itself could give us all the blessings we
enjoy in this world.
Oh, how I love this world! I see on her forehead the
furrows Of pathos, and she seems to whisper in my ear: 'I am
the daughter of Divinity, but I have not his power; I love,
but I cannot protect; I can begin, but never complete; I give
birth, but cannot rescue from the hands of death.'
This helplessness, this impotency, this incompleteness,
and this consuming anxiety inseparable from love make me
jealous of heaven, and I love the world all the more.3
An4 again, he thus speaks of his more intimate relationship with the world:
This world is always new to me.
l

Tagore, Gitanjali, No.73.

a Mulk Raj Anand, loc:, oi t. , 43 , 44.
3

B. K. Roy, op.oit., 86,87.

I feel as if we are
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like friends who have loved each other through many births
and rebirths. Our friendship is deep-seated and far-reaching, I well remember those days of the primordial past,
when this new-born earth first lifted its head from above
the deep and began to worship the young sun overhead, and
I, in exuberance of this earth 1 s energy, came into this
new planet as a budding tree. There was no other animate
thing in the entire world, The vast ocean was restless,
and, like a love-frenzied mother, every now and then was
wont to devour the whole body of the newly-born babe with
a passionate embrace, I, then, used to drink the sun 1 s rays
to my heart 1 s content, and like a baby, my whole body
laughed in joy, but knew not why; and like a tree with a
thousand roots, used to suckle at the breast of this my dear
earth mother ••••
Many a time after that, in new ages, I have been incarnated on this earth. When we thus look at each oth!r,
the faithful memories of the dim past crowd our minds.

I'

I

THE JIBANDEBATA DOCTRINE
The pubLication of a set of lyrics under the title of
Sonar Tari (The Boat of Gold) exposed him to a new charge,
that of mysticism, which, Mr. Thompson tells us, he has
found harder to throw off than that other, of sensuousness.
In this book the prevailing theme is the immanence of the
universal in the common and particular.

The poems are

haunted by a sense of the transitoriness of life.

The chief

mark of Sonar Tari is the emergence in it of what was to be
the characteristic idea of the phase of work through which
Rabindranath was now to pass - the
11

11

Jibendebata 11 Doctrine.

Jibendebata 0 means Life-God.2

This doctrine, like most that is most characteristic
in Tagore, is a blend of several threads. In it are Indian
l

B. K. Roy, op,cit., 87,89,

2 Thompson, 26.
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teaching as to reincarnation and previous births; the revelation of modern science concerning the way in which the
strands of all being reaoh back to dim, hidden beginnings;
the findings of psychology; and, binding them all and giving them in their union a personal quality of his own, there
is the poet's own imagination and inspiration. The 11 jibendebata11 is the "daemon" of Socrates, the "Idea" of Plato,
the Q,uaker 1 s 11 Inner Light 11 , - co:rsidered, not as God, but
simply as the revelation of God.
This

11

jibandebata 11 idea was a phase only, which dis-

appeared in the poet's later life, when he attains to a

==-==-~-~--==-

peace and knowledge of God which makes all else fall to one
side,

One needs to have some knowledge of this doctrine,

Mr. Thompson points out, when reading the poems in which it
appears, for otherwise there can be no clear understanding
of the poet's meaning,- in fact, such poems appear to be
the vaguest gibberish,

It is partly because such poems

have been translated, and printed in the West, without a
word of explanation of any kind, that so widespread a belief has sprung up that Tagore is a weaver of beautiful but
meaningless words and messages.

In such a poem as Swinging,2

for example, the poet is seeking an understanding with this
strange, beautiful, terrible mistress of his life.

That

makes the poem intelligible, when before it could hardly
have been more than an obscure love-poem set in an atmosphere
of magnificent storm. 3
The years from 1890 to 1895 were the most prolifiC'
1 Thompson, 74.
2 Tagore, The Gardener, No. 82,

3 Thompson, 27.
";==-===-~--==~

period of Tagore's career.
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This period, suggests Mr. Thomp-
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son, might be called the 'Sadhana' (Meditation) period, from

·t:r

their close connection with the magazine of that name, ed-

-- -

------ ---~-

~

co_---==-----

ited by Tag ore himself, and incomparably the best magazine
Bengal has ever known,

One striking feature of the Ba4hana

was its eager interest in the latest science of every kind.
His contributions to this magazine gave fUll play to his
powers of vivacious journalism.
and tradition.
produced,

He smacked at Indian society

Many important political articles were also

Each new phase of activity, literary, religious

or political, saw the poet expressing himself through a new
medi~m. as if new thoughts required a new dress,l

In Torn Letters is to be found the genesis of many, if
not most of Tagore's short stories, which began in l89l.
The opinion is often pronounced that they are better than his
poems.

He has the power of identifying himself with nature,

and of merging hie figures with hi.s landscape.

Nowhere does

this gift find more satisfying expression than in hie short
stories:

-------

The Hungry Stones, Living or Dead, Vision, Once

----- -

--- ----

There Was a King, The Victory, etc. Here he is absolutely
original .. 2 Two of Tagore's greatest biographers, Mr. Thompson and Mr. Rhys, both comment on the strangeness of the
fact that his stories have received so little fame in the
West; they are the most underrated of all his work.3 He
1 Thompson, 20.
2 Ibid, 76,77.
3

=

Ibid, 7.8; E. Rhye, Rabindranath Tagore, 47.
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seems to be more thoughtful, more original and more natural
in his prose writings.l

The scenes of Indian country life

!§"::'--

§

~-

~~----

L

in Bengal which they describe begin to grow as real to us,
as we read his short stories, as scenes of everyday life in
our own fiction.

Bengal, in all India, has been the birth-

place of so many great writers and poets, of so much literary inspiration, that, as Mr. Rhys points out, when we cast
up its associations - garnish it with paddyfields, realize
the blueness of its sky in Spring, the fierceness and lustre
of its_ sun in Summer, the savor of its soil, and listen to
the songs made out of affection for it, we begin to understand that there is some"thing special belonging to it, an
idiosyncrasy not easy for a Wes"terner to fix,2
During this period, also, he wrote hie first group of
great dramas,- the non-symbolical ones,- King and Queen,
Sacrifice, Ohi"trangada and Malini.

Sacrifice is considered

to be the greatest drama_in Bengali literature.

It shows

how greatly we slander eternal truth when we allow our own

-------~

personal wrongs to take a permanent place in our thoughte.3

Mr. Tagore 1 e biographers seem to be unamioue in considering that the crown of this first half of the poet's
career is the volume of lyrics, Ohitra (Beauty)- to be die..;
tinguiehed from the drama Ohitrangada, which has been
1 Roy, op.cit., 199.

a Rhys, loc.oit., 19-22.
3 Thompson, 25.

'---~--
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1

Englished 1 as Ohitra.

In no other work has he attained

to more single-minded adoration and celebration of Beauty.l
Many of these poems are of most exquisite loveliness.

The

Gardener, which he later on translated into English, is one
of these poems.

""

r~~~~~~

~

__ -

~:
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He commences it with a petition to the

Queen (India) that he may be appointed keeper of her :flower
garden.

He would, he pleads, move among the flowers of his

native poetry as one whose privilege it was to tend the
blossoms of the spirit.

11

11

I will keep fresh, 11 he says,

the

grassy paths .where you walk in the morning, where your :feet

~----

will be greeted with praise at every step by' the flowers
eager for death.

I will swing you in a swing among the

branches of the saptaparna, where the early evening moon
will

st~ggle

to kiss your skirt through the leaves.

I will

replenish with scented oil the lamp that burns l;ly your bedside, and decorate your :footstool with sandal and saffron
paste in wondrous designs. 11

To the poet's request the Queen

roplies 1n graoioue aff1rmat1 ve ,- ''Your prayers are granted,
my servant; you will .be the gardener o:f my flower garden." 2

-------

In connection with Rabindranath Tagore's universal
preeminence as a lyrical poet, it must be remembered that
the world o:f readers outside his own province o:f Bengal (for
the first sixty years of hie life, at any rate) knows him
only through the medium of translations.
1 Thompson, 'Z?~

a

Oited by H. H. Gowen in his Introduction to A History of
Indian Literature, 1.
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The weakness of a translated lyric is aptly pointed
out by an Indian writer.

i.

Of the three main forms of poetry,

the epic is somewhat easy of translation because its essence
is narrative.

~:---

Some loss is inevitable, but the outlines and

central structure of an epic can be retained in a new language.

Drama is more difficult, but the excellent renderings

into English of the old Greek tragedies prove that the difficulties of translation here are surmountable,

But a fine

lyrical poem is the despair of the translator.

"A great

epic is fashioned in a tatanic mould, of which a cast may
be taken.

A drama is a panoramic view of human nature, and

may be copied.

But a beautiful lyric is a sparkling little

jewel of which every facet is carefully cut by the poetjeweler, and its setting is the language in which it is composed.

Any duplication or imitation of such a gem may prove
to be, mere paste.n 1
However wide-flunghis fame, those who are acquainted
-------

with Tagore•s Bengali writings insist that his permanent
place is in the literature of his own language.2

-

--

-- -- - - - ---- -

The greatest poem of all, Urbasi, is perhaps the greatest lyric in all Bengali literature, and, Mr. Thompson

con~

siders, "probably the most unalloyed and perfect worship. of
Beauty which the world's literature contains." 3 •Urbasi',
1 M. Gupta, in his Foreword, 11 Rabindranath Tagore, The
Man and The Poet", Sheaves, by Tagore.

a:

i=-- --------------- --------

Ibid.

3 Thompson, op.cit., 27.
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in older Sanskrit mythology, is the heavenly dancer of the
-------------------

god Indra 1 s court, the type of Eternal Beauty who, in the
beginning, rose from the sea when it was churned by the gods

.--.---

'
s

to recover the lost nectar of immortality.l But in Tagore's
poem she is very much more than her legendary character.
The poem is a mixture of Indian mythology, modern science
and European romance.

1

Urbasi 1 is Beauty, disassociated

from all human relationship.2
The following four stanzas from Urbasi have been chosen
for their beauty of conception and the sheer vigor of their
imagery:
Thou art not Mother, art not Daughter, art not Bride!
Thou beautiful, comely One,
0 dweller in Paradise, Urvasi! 3
When Evening descends on the pastures, drawing
about her tired body her golden cloth,
Thou lightest the evening lamp within no home.
With hesitant, wavering steps, with throbbing
breast and downcast look,
Thou dost not go, smiling, fearful, to any beloved's
bed,
In the hushed midnight.
Like the rising Dawn, thou art unveiled,
Unshrinking One!
From age to age thou hast been the world's
beloved,
0 unsurpassed in loveliness, Urvasi!
Breaking their meditation, sages lay at thy feet
the fruits of their penance;
.
Smitten with thy glance, the three worlds4 grow
restless with youth;
l

Thompson, op.cit., 84.

2 G. Goodwin, An Anthology of Modern Indian Poetry, 42.
3
4

Interchangeable with 'Urbasi 1 •
In Sanskrit mythology, heaven, the atmosphere and earth.

t
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The blinded winds blow thine intoxice,ting
fragrance around;
Like the black bee, honey-drunken, the infatuated
poet wonders, with greedy heart,
- Lifting chants of wild jubilation!
While thou ••• •hou goest with jingling anklets
and waving skirts,
Restless as lightning!
In the assembly of Gods, when thou dancest in
ecstasy of joy,
0 swaying wave, Urvasil
The companies of billows in mid-ocean swell and
dance, beat on beat;
In the crests of the oo~n the sk~rts of Earth
tremble;
from thy necklace sta~s fall off in the sky;
Suddenly in the breast of man the heart forgets
itself,
The blood dances!
Suddenly in the horizon thy zone bursts,
Ah, wild in abandon!
She will not return, she will not return! That
Moon of Glory has set,
She has ~e her home on the Mount of
Setting, has Urvasi1
Therefore today, on earth, with the joyous
breath of Spring
Mingles the lon~-drawn sigh of some eternal
separation.
On the night of full moon, when the world brims with
laughter,
Memory, from some where far away, pipes a
flute that brings unrest,
The tears gush out!
Yet in that weeping of the Spirit Hope wakes
and lives;
Ah, Unfettered One! 2

.----

The imagery in the concluding lines of Urvasi grips
one's attention; the flute-call of memory, bringing a wave
of restlessness to the human heart, and a sudden gush of
tears, serves to stir the dust of Hope to life, and causes
1 In Indian mythology, there are Mounts of Sunrise and of

Sunsetting.

2 G. Goodwin, An Anthology of Modern Indian Poetry, 42-46.
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the passionate cry, almost a prayer, to Urvasi ,fettered One! 11

11

Ah, Un-

Such sheer beauty of imagery brings an

in~

voluntary catch of the throat and a sting of tears to the
~-----

eyes of the reader who essays to read the poem aJ.oud.
I

I.

Western reader, 11 says Mr. Thompson,

11

11

The

oan gain little notion

of this glorious poem's wealth of allusion, in which Indian
mythology mingles with European legends of mermaids and with
recollection of the perilous goddess who was born of the
ocean foam,

Neither can he remotely guess at the melody of

the splendid swaying lines knit into their superb stanzas,
or the flashing felicity of diction in such a line as that
one:

1

In the crests of the corn tlle skirts of Earth tremble. 1

But something of its unflagging glory of imagination should
touch him with gladness, something of its wonderful succession of pictures should unfold before his vision,- enough,
surely, to make him see that tJ:Je man who wrote Urvasi produced a world master-piece, and not merely the most accomplished lyric of India, and won for himself the right to be
included among the world's lyric poets, 111
EMERGENCE INTO PUBLIC LIFE (1895-1905)
Now comes a very great break in the poet's career,
which divides it almost as distinctly into two as Milton's
time as Latin Secretary broke up his,
The magazine Sadhana, the greater part of which was
l Thompson, op.cit,, 85,86,

-~~---~------
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written by Tagore himself, had represented a very definite
attempt to enlarge his country's range.

In 1895 it came

r-

to an end, and the poet soon began to feel that he wanted
a wider field of effort.

The narrowness of his field of

work among the Bengali villagers was brought home to

hi~.

He now came out into publiC)] life more and more.

Feeling

disillusioned with the present, he turned to the

past,~

its

heroic stories and noble ideals of service and meditation.

I

The stories to which he turned were not Bengali, but chiefly
Sikh and Mahratta.

The :f'a.ct that· Tagore ha.s become a. great

a.nd universal poet indicates that he recognized, as no other
did, the sheer necessity of his people's finding a larger
life, a broader, freer universe of disoourse.l
During the first part of this period, he seemed to have
lost for a while the main current of his poesy, and played
for a. space between the two great activities, that of his
earlier worship of beauty; and the one about to begin, of

::;;=====

worship of God, based on his Jibandebata Doctrine, when the
stream gradually widened and steadied into a period of

r~

ligious mysticism (1901-1907).
In 1901 he founded his Asra.m, or Retreat,

1

Shantiniketan'

('Abode of Peace•) near Bolpar, Bengal, which has now become
world-famous as his International University.

It is here

that the poet resides today, preeminent as an educationalist.
The changing national outlook on Indian education in no
1

Thompson, 29-32.
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---- -_

47

small measure derives its inspiration from him,l
In 1905 came the partition of Bengal, a time of political stress and storm.

E~-----=-_:_:_~~---~=--==;;:~·

Tagore flung himself into the battle.

There is not much political. writing in England which can
match his best pages of this time,2 His patriotic songs
fanned the student world aflame.
epic and lyric

11

Unlike the West, where the

feeling 11 does not penetrate into the masses

as it did when poetry was transmitted by oral tradition, hie
patriotic songs are sung everywhere,3
The growth of Indian nationalism is, in l'e.rge mee.sure,

l;;_

due to Tagore's poems and songs which he himself set to music.

An I'ndian writer, writing as late as 1934, places

Tagore second on hie list of 11 Eleven Greatest Living Indians, 11
with Mahatma Gandhi in the first place.
peculiarly appropriate, 11 he says,

11

"There is something

in proceeding from the

man who is responsible more than any other for the great
National awakening, to the one who bas given that national
------

awakening a voice, and a voice too which greeted all ears,
whether in the East or in the West, with a melody almost divine.

There will be general agreement with Pandit

Jawahar~

le.l 1 s. opinion that 'Rabindranatb Tagore has given to our
nationalism the outlook of internationalism and has enriched
. it with art and music and the magic of his words, so that
it has become the full-blooded emblem of India's awakened
1 S. Sinha, IITagore's Political Philosophy, 11 Asia, 34,9:

555-557, Sept. 1934.
2 Thompson, 40.

3 B. K. Roy, op~cit., 134,
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spirit. 1111
·-

It was during this period also that he became a serious novelist.

---- ----- --- ----

"'--- ---~,__ - ---=----=--

He wrote Gora, the greatest novel in Bengali,
G--- --- --- :_ -__ _:_--=----_- -

with the fulness of detail of the Russian nove1.2:
Mr. Tagore has been a pioneer in every way, the first
among his countrymen in so many fields of thought, says
Mr. Thompson, that in considering his achievement it is necessary to maintain the moat watchful sobriety and critical
detachment, lest admiration and amazement lead to overpraise.

One is led to believe that there never has been a

--·----------·---·-·-------

:=:-

~--=-- -~---

writer with more vitality or range.3
In one of his books of verse, Kshanika, (What is Momentary), published between 1897 and 1900, he for the first
time attacks the colloquial language seriously.

He adopted

the 11 hashanta 11 or power of sharply truncating a word by
dropping a last syllable which was a vowel - one only, - a
shocking innovation, and one which out the Pandits (learned
Hindus) to the heart.
sarcastic.
son.

His style pere is both humorous and

-~

~~-~-~---~

-

No man can jest in Sanskrit, asserts Mr. Thomp-

But the use of

11

hasha.nta 11 gave the voice and the

rhythm something to break against.

'Obstructed by the pebbles of 11 hashanta 11 , the tune ripples. 14 This continues to
1 X. !swara Dutt, "Eleven Greatest Living Indians, 11
Triveni, VII,l:72-73, July-August, 1934.
2 Thompson, op.cit., 39.
3 Ibid., 33.
4

A. Ohakrabarti, Rabindranath, 69; cited by Thompson, 33.

-
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be his style today.
The pandits have always interested Tagore, and he
~es t~em

appear frequently in his work.

Ur. Thompson

points out that, as when Matthew Arnold introduces bishous,l

~'--

,,
~-

an

so when Tagore introduces pandi ts, one is S.:Lways delightedly
certain that they are going to make fools of themselves.
He

r~~ates

the following anecdote to

illust~ate

the feud be-

tween tagore and The Bengali pandits:
His Bengali Gitanjali I once showed to my head pandit
at the High School, a man of great sanskrit lea:ning. He
rampeg about the school like a leopard with an ~row in his
side, The Bengali was so shockingly bad! ~e was seventyfive years of age but his voice was tremulous, not with age
but with anger, The second pandi·t, a much younger man, said
that the poems 'bhala lagena' ( 1 do not taste well'), and
he, too, complained of the exceeding badness of the diction •••
There seemed to be one mind among the students· of Bengalithe thoughts of Gitan~ali were high, certainly, but the
diction was mean andad, The war between Rabindranath and
the pandits became acute with the publication of Kshanika, •..
The pandits raised a howl of sorrow. They are howling still,
P,921J i:j
.
.

-----"'"- --
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TAGORE BECOMES A UNIVERSAL POET (1908-1912).
In 1908 began his series of symbolical dramas:

Autumn

Festival, (1908); King of The Dark Chamber (1910); The
Post Office (1912).
In 1909 he wrote his Bengali Gitanjal~ (Song Offerings).
It was now, also, that he began to write in English, presenting to the world in 1911 the English translations of
1 See Mr. Birrell's Matthew Arnold (Obiter Dicta), cited
by Thompson, 33.
2 Thompson, 33,34.
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Gita.njali.

The general trend of this poetry is mystical,

suggesting, through the use of a metaphor new to Bengali, a
new revelation about the traditional Indian God,- the revelation that he sings of in his Stra,y Birds,- God finds
Himself by creating.l
The ground-swell of Tagore 1 s thinking is Hindu and
pantheistic.

He goes further than many pantheists are pre-

pared to go when he declares that God only becomes conscious
of Himself in human beings.

The thought that God needs men

in order to become conscious of Himself is finely expressed
in the following lines:

b-~~-:---~~~--~ ~

'

Thou didst not know Thyself when Thou didst sit alone.
I came, and Thou didst awake, and the heaven blossomed
out in lightsI came, and thy heart was swelling; suffering and joy
came to Thee.2
In 1912, he made his third visit to England, taking
with him translations of Gitanjali and his later verses.
The English poets received him with enthusiasm.

Mr. Yeats

was moved to write his fa,mous Introduction to the English
-

Gi tanjali.

:Messrs. Macmillan took over the publication of

his works, and a splendid success followed.

Not since

Fitzgerald 1 s Omar Khayyam won its vogue , says Mr. Thompson,
has any Eastern poetry had such acceptanoe.3
His fame spread over America and Europe.

Translations

of the English Gi tanj ali were received with ac.claim by the
1 Tagore, Strav Birds, 46, cited by M. R. Anand, l:lli!,
Golden Breath, 54 ,55.
2 Cited by A. c. Underwood, Contemporary Thought of
India, 67.
3 E. J. Thompson, op.cit., 43.

---
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people of France, Germany, Holland and the Scandinavian
countries, especially.

Even Oalcutta University, as

Mr. Thompson, that inimitable biographer, tells us with
;:.., ---

a twinkle in his eye, now became aware of him.

(By this

time it had become a not uncommon practice, in The University examinations, to set passages from his works, with the
injunction, 'Rewrite in chaste Bengali. 1 )1
THE NOBEL PRIZE, 1913,
In the Autumn of 1913 Tagore was crowned before the
whole world with the Nobel Prize for Literature.
inscription that came with the award read;

11

The

For reason of

the inner depth and the high aim revealed in his poetic
writings, also for the brilliant way in which he translates
the beauty and freshness of his oriental thought into the
accepted forms of Western bellefl-lettres. 11

2

It was not a metrical translation, a Bengali writer of
repute points out, but the spirit and soul of poetry were
to be found in the marvellously musical and rhythmical lines.
They disclosed a hither-to unrevealed subtlety of fascination in the English language, with delicate nuances of the
poet's own touch,3
1 Thompson, op,cit., 44.
2 Oited by A. R. Marble, The Nobel Prize Winners in
Literature, 159.
3 N. Gupta, in his Foreword, 11 Ral:J.indranath Tagore, the
Man and the Poet, 11 Sheaves, by Tagore.

=
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GITA}!JALI:

TAGORE 1 S GREATEST CONTRIBUTION

TO INDO-ANGLIAN LITERATURE

I ---~

Gitanjali is, in the opinion of all Western reviewers,
Tagore 1 s best English rendering.

c-:_
t:--

It is a haunted book,

Mr. Thompson tells us, haunted by Rabindranath's brooding
personality.

He accounts for this by the fact that he

kept these first translations by him and pondered over them
so long that much of himself passed into them, as into no
subsequent translations.l
When it was published, people found much in it that
resembled Christianity.

Some said he was really a Chris-

tian, but this is as fallacious as saying that his attitude
represents ordinary Hinduism. · 11 What is best in Gi tanjali
is an anthology from the ages of Indian thought and brooding, but it is the sun of Christian influence that has
brought these buds into flower. 112
He uses an immense number of stanza forms in these
poems, and has experimented endlessly with metre.
Gitanjali is a collection of religious lyrics, shot
through with a wistful, mystic beauty, which touches and
plays upon the human emotions, and which will continue to
stir men, wherever it may be read.
it its universal appeal.

This it is that gives

Such poems as those beginning

1 Thompson, op.cit., 49.
2

Ibid, 101.
~-----=c--~'---_:_:
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"Prisoner, tell me who was it that bound yoU?" (31)
11

Where the mind is without fear and the head is
held high; 11 (35)

"This is my prayer to thee, my lord-" (36)
11

I had gone a.-begging from door to doorll (50)

"On the seashore of endless worlds children meet.ll ( 60)
"The sleep that flits on baby 1 s eyes-" ( 61)
11

Thou art the sky and thou art the nest as well. 11

11

0n the day when death will knock at my doorll (90)

11

I know that the day will come when my eight of this
earth shall be lost, 11 (92)

11 !

(

61)

was not aware of the moment when I first crossed
the threshold of this life." (95)

appeal to us with all the vividness of our own human experience, and seem to widen our horizons of life.
TAGORE'S ENGLISH
His English is of great beauty and flexibility.

It

is one of the most surprising things in the world's literature, Mr. Thompson thinks, that such a mastery over an
alien tongue ever came to any man.l

Oonrad conquered our

language more completely; but he was only in his teens when
he first attacked it, whereas Tagore was over fifty before,
as he says,

11

-- --c

I began my courtship of your tongue.n2

Grammatically perfect he is not,- in his ·earlier work,
1 Thompson, op.cit., 45.
2
Ibid.
~~-

-- -
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that is.

But these mistakes, as Thompson points out, may

be brought under two of three hea.ds: 1
home with the articles.

--- ---'---

::__

.:___

--'--- --

- ----'-

He i a not quite o.t

In this sentence, for exa.mple, he
~--

writes:

11 '\'lhen

he was roughly handled by our door-keeper,

I felt !1: great pity. 11 2

He does not use prepositions as an

Englishman would; for example:

11 I

strike

the gong only when it 1 s time , 113 or "I will send

strong dose directly I get home. u4
sional misuse of idiom.

sm

a

There is also an occa-

These things, however, are

the taoks and nails of our language.
are all his own. u5

r::'

"When you call 1!l tomorrow

morning, will you bring one of them along? 11 or
.).$!.

;r- -

11 but

The beauty and mueio

By 1920 he had become almost as great

a master of English prose as Benga1i,6
As an example of his complete ma.stery over the

Eng~

lish language, I would refer the reader to the article
-

11 East

----

to West, 11 written by Tagore in 1927, andpublished

in the Atlantic Monthly.. Few of our beet modern English
-------

writers would be able to equal the 'measured phrasing' and
the aptness .with which he chooses his words to o,J.othe hie
thoughts in a passage, for example, like this one:
l Thompson, op.cit., 45.

2 Tagore, My Reminiscences, 35.
3 Tagore, The Post Office, 35.
4 Ibid, 82,
5 Thompson, op. cit. , 45.

6 Ibid, 57,
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This age is like a precocious child delighting in its
up-to-dace toy of a megaphone that mercilessly exaggerates
fugitive whispers, making them overheesd by the whole world.
It helps to keep up the ceaseless hubbub of a dust storm ..
that has the same sweeping welcome for flowers as for rot~
ten leaves. In the days when the means of publicity were
limited, lioerature could easily maintain its dignity,
shunning the contact of hourly gossip and still-born rumors
by allowing a SCallttY and distant hospitality on its fringe
for all literary immigrants not worthy of permanent citizenship. But the contrary is the ca.se today, when vast accommodation is offered to the vagabond and the nondescript,
bringing them into daily intimacy wtth public life, unheeding of possible contamination. World-wide organizations of
hews-pickers and paragraph-makers have been established with
l;he object of catering for an abnormally busy people with
an unwholesome craving for pormifcuous facts and desultory
topics - a veritable drug habit.
OTHER CONTRIBUTIONS TO INDO-ANGLIAN LITERATURE
After Gi'tanjal i came The Gardener, a selection from
his earlier works.

Then came The Crescent Moon, and the

English Sadhana, The Realization of Life.
Tager's real reputation, however, began to decline
almost as soon as it reached its height - a cause of much
bitterness to his Indian friends, who assert that it is one
more proof that the materialistic West is not competent to
appreciate the spiritual depth and splendor. of the East.2
Very grave mistakes, however, as Mr. Thompson points
out, were made.
'mystic'.

The word had gone round that he was a

Mysticism was 'the current catchword in the so-

called literary circles, and the most unexpecoed people
l Tagore, 11 Eas't to West", Atlantic Monthly, 139,6:729-734,
June 1927.
2 Thompson, op.cit., 46.

-~--- ~
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were talklng o:r 1t.

Bo-ch poet and publl.shers, unw1 ttingly,

perhaps, oon-cinued -co draw the type of rev.der who "simply
adores whatever is so delightfully Eastern, don't you know! 11
In translating, he kept more and more to only one aspect of
his work - the

11

wistfuJ.-mystioal" one.

est, strongest poems, or else

11

§-

He avoided his bold-

wa,tered them down to pretti-

ness.". His titles also, which in Bengali were always so
splendid, were

11

sugared."

His mystical dramas, one was as-

sured one could not understand unless one was very deep.
As regards his later tra,nsla-cions, Mr. Thompson continues,
his treatment of his Western public has sometimes amounted
to an insult to their intelligence, as he carefUlly selected
only such simple, sweet things as he appeared to think they
could apprecia,te.

There is a maddening monotony of tone and

diction and a sameness of imagery which places him far lower
than his real rank as a poet.l
The criticism has often been made by Westerners, that
Tagore is a poet of softer beauty, avoiding the stern aspect
~~--~----

of nature.
vernacular.

This is not true, however, of his work in the
There are many poems and passages of real power

in different stages of the poet's work, especially in his
poetry of the rains and storms.

His poem 11 Sea Waves 11 (1890)

is considered by Mr. Thompson to be

11

one of the grandest and

most terrible sea-storms in the world's literature -written,
1 'rhompson; op.oit. , 47-49.

--
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not by an Englishman, but by a Bengali.ul

Some of its

opening stanzas follow:
Sea-Waves
Destruction swings and rooks on the lap of the
shoreless sea,
In dreadful festival!
Clanging its hundred wings, the indomitable wind
Rages and runs!
Sky and sea revel in mighty union,
Veiling the world's eyelash in blackness.
The lightning starts and trembles, the waves foam
in laughter,The sharp, white, dreadful mirth of brute Nature!
Eyeless, earless, homeless, loveless,
The drunken forces of Evil
Have shattered all bonds and are rushing wildly to
ruin!
Mingling all horizons, the darkened sea
With tumult, with crying,
With anger, with terror, with heaving, with shouting
and laughter,
With mad bellows,
Swells and seethes and crumbles,
struggling to find its own shores!
It is as if, the earth flung aside, Basuki2 is playing,
Spreading his thousand hoods, swinging his tail,
As- if the night has melted and shakes the ten directions ,3
·
A moving mass!
It tears to tatters the net of its own sleep.
There is no tune, no rhythm! It is the dance of brute
nature,
Meaningless, joyless!
Can it be that vast Death, taking to himself a thousand lives,
Is dancing there?
Water, vapor, thunder, wind have found blind life,
Are exerting airruessly the nerves of new being.
They know no direction, heed no stay or hindrance,
In terror of self they rush to their ruin!
1 Thompson, op.oit., 72.
2 The serpent who upholds the earth.
3 The eight points of the compass, the zenith and ne~ir.

~- --
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See, in their midst are eight hundred men and women,
Clinging to each other,
Life clasping life! They stare before them.l

:::;

The physical power contained in such a poem is not
more present to the mind than the spiritual force that
throbs beneath these words:
If the deathless dwell not in the heart of Death, if
glad wisdom bloom not, bursting the sheath of
sorrow,
If sin do not die of its own revealment, if pride
break not under its load of decorations,
Then whence comes the hope the.t drives these men from
their homes like stars rushing to their death in
the morning light?
Shall the value of the martyrs' blood and the mothers'
tears be utterly lost in the dust of the earth,
not buying heaven with their price?
And when Man bursts his mortal bounds, is not the
Boundless revealed in that moment? 2
On his return to India in 1914, he wrote, in Bengali,
the wonderful Balaka (A Flight of Wild Cranes), which
Mr. Thompson considers the greatestof all his books.~ Many
translations of these poems are to be found in Fruit Gather1Bg.

The sheer beauty end vigor of these lyrics is amaz-

ing.
Strav Birds, written in 1916, after a visit to Japan,
and Fireflies (1928), are rich in·thought, and rich, also,
in satisfying expressions of it.
gore tells us in his Preface,

11

The latter poems, Mr. Ta-

had their origin in Chiaa

and Japan when thoughts were very often claimed from me in
1

Thompson, op.cit., 73,74.

2 Cited by H. H. Gowen, A History of Indian Literature,
563,564,
3 Thompson, op.oit., 52.

-
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my handwriting, on fans and pieces of silk."

These books

-

--- -

are both peculiarly rich in quotable passages - the chief
difficulty being that of selection:
God finds himself by creating. (Stray Birds, 46)

~--

While the glass lamp rebukes the earthen one for
calling it cousin, the moon rises, and the glass lamp,
with a bland smile, calls her, - 11 My dear, dear sister.". (Stray Birds, 53.)
If you shut your door to all errors, truth will be
shut out. (Stray Birds, 130.)
It is the little things that I leave behind for my
loved ones,Great things are for everyone. (Stray Birds, 178,)
Trees are the earth's endless effort to speak to the
listening heaven. (Fireflies, 68.)
He who does good comes to the temple gate,
He who loves reaches the shrine. (Fireflies, 78.)
I am able to love my God
Because he gives me freedom to deny Him,
Let not my thanks to thee
rob my silence of its fuller homage.

(FirefLijs,
157.
(Fireflies,
252.)

The true barb-like quality of the epigram is to be felt
in many passages, which pierce and sometimes sting.

Sans-

krit literature is rich in the department of ethical epigram,
and its influence on Tagore is very evident.
In 1919 Tago:re again became the national voice,

His

burning indignation towards the British Government for their
manner of dealing with the Punjab disorders reached classic
utterance in his letter to Lord Chelmsford, renouncing his
knighthood (which had been conferred on him after the Nobel
pri~

award), -

11

The time has come when badges of honour

r
60
make our shame glaring in their incongruous context of hu-·
~

miliation, and I, for my part, wish to stand shorn of all

~· ··~~ ..

special distinction by the side of those of my countrymen

-

g--- =-~~

-.

--=

who, for their so-called insignificance, are liable to
suffer a degradation not fit for human beings. 11 1
After this, Tagore retired from public life, and took
up his abode at Shantiniketan, from where he continues to
send out an occasional English publication.
wrote The Waterfall, a poetic drama.

In 1922 he

He seems here, under

an unusually thick veil of symbolism, to be shrouding a
pitiless criticism of modern England.

The general impres-

sion left by the drama is one of very definite protest against the British government.2
In 1924 came his English translation of Gora, his
greatest Bengali novel.

The main incident of the book is

the discovery that Gora, the fiery Hindu patriot, leader
of the ultranative school of political thinkers, who hates
all Englishmen, is not a native Indian, but a man of pure
British blood, .whose parents had been killed in the Indian
Mutiny, and who had been adopted at the moment of birth by
a Brahman family.

This would seem to be Tagore 1 s challenge

to the oft-quoted dictum of Kipling, that East and West can
never 'meet'.
1

a

Stronger in dramatic interest than almost

Cited by Thompson, op.cit., 55.
Editorial Review, 11 The Political Implications of Tagore 1 s
New Play, 11 Living Age, 314: 60, July 1, 1922.

'-~-~-----=------

·--.·-·------ --- --- - - -

61

anything else Tagore has written, it reaches a soul-satisfying height when Gora, on learning the story of his origin, and realizing that all the obstacles which had se•
cretly irlced him in Hinduism, and which he had tried vainly
~--

all his life to reconcile with his great love for India,
had disappeared, and he exclaims,
Indian!

11 Today

I am really an

In me there is no longer any opposition between

Hindu., 1Iussulman and Christian.

Today every caste in India

is my caste, the food of all is my food. 111
TAGORE 1 S PLACE AMOHG TWENTIETH CENTURY WRITERS
Tagore is a much greater writer, in Mr. Thompson 1 s
opinion, than English critical opinion imagines.
is no other writer even remotely like him.

There

.This age is as

definitely his as that of Dante was his, and far more definitely than Shakespeare's was his, for Tagore has had no
Ben Johnson,2

No modern poet has ever attained such fame

as has come to Tagore.

There is scarcely any language in

the world in which some of his works have not been translated; there is hardly any important city in the world in
which his figure has not been seen and his voice has not
been heard; and men and women everywhere have waxed enthusiastic over the dignity and fascination of his
1 Tagore, Gora, 406.
2 Thompson, op.cit., 61,62.
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personality .1

--------- -

----

There is an astonishing variety in his work - not even
Victor.Hugo had a wider range of form and mood.

His read-

ers are struck by his creative faculty of introducing new
metres and measures.

11 Tripping

f
&----

verses, nimble-footed as

Terpsichore, slow, dreamy measures caught in the land of
the lo.tus eaters, long-swinging, stately lines of regc.l
grace, stirring lays of knightly deeds and martyr heroes,
lofty chants from ancient Aryan and Buddhist legendary lore,
holy hymns rising like hosannas from the shrine of the soul,
all were his and his muse answered every compelling oall. 112
There is, also, an abundance of natural imagery in his
writings.
us.

Here we get

v~ry

close to the heart of his geni-

No poet that ever lived has had a more constant and

intimate touch with natural beauty.

This faculty is almost

as manifest in his English as in his Bengali,3
He reaches spiritual heights in his later writings,
seldom reached by any poet,

His work is deeply rooted in
co-

the soil of Oriental religion and civilization.

The implied

challenge that he makes to Western activities and immediate
aims is not belligerent; it lies in the presentation of
ideas of life so different that they compel a re-examination
1 N. Gupta, in his Foreword, Tagore, Sheaves.
2

Ibid.

3 Thompson, op.oit., 71,72.
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of the claims of Western oivilization. 1

1 H. w. Mabie, in his Introduction to B. K. Roy,
Rabindranath Tagore.

.,..,.
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OHAP'l'ER IV
STATUS OF .MODERN

DIDO-ANGLIA.~

-- -

----

LITERATURE

Young India is very articulate today.

Books, maga-

zines, newspapers are published in abundance,
abounds.

--

Poetry

There is plenty of evidence of a genuine creative

spirio working in literature, but owing most of its inspiration to Tagore, on the one hand, or the English writers, on
the other.
The measure of Tagore's loneliness e.nd g:C"eatnesa begins
to appear when we remember that, even today, after nearly
half a century of his influence, there is no other remotely
like him,l
Even where, under the inUuenoe of their study of English, the hot young oall of Youth in India emerges in the
twentieth century with some of its original
clearness of
,.-.,
..
.-

sound drowned by 11 a gargantuan thunder of western drums1 11 an

------ --

outstanding characteristic of modern Indian literature is
~-

that, whatever language he may choose to write in, the Indian writer remains true to his own thought.2
Part of this new literature, as an Indian critic points
out, may be jejune or ephemeral, but it is authentic.

Its

beauty and richness may be perceived through stray translations, or the brief articles in Indian journals indicating
1

Thompson, Rabindranath Tagore, 62.

2 G. Goodwin, in her preface to An Anthology of Modern
Indian Poetrt, 9 et seq.
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the main tendencies,l
:; .-

There are a few Indian writers whose best work, unlike
Tagore 1 s, is done in English.

b:..- -

The work of these writers bas

~

not been appreciated sufficiently by ei tber the East or the
West,

Indeed, in India where national feeling at present

runs so easily to prejudice, they are frequently discounted,
repudiated, and regarded as outsiders.Z. Yet such writers
have a very definite mission.
One of the sources of the power of Art. is that it comprebends the inner life of a people, its experiences, faiths
and ideals, and gives to them eloquent and moving expression,
appealing to sense and emotion, as well as to understanding,
in a way that wins the favor and sympathy of the reader of
a different racial and cultural background. 3 It is such an
achievement that modern Indo-Anglian writers are performing,
unobtrusively, gradually, yet none the less effectively.
Such a writer is Cornelia Sorabji.
LEADING CONTEMPORARY INDO-ANGLIAN WRITERS

c• -- - - ----

-

-

-

--

---
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CORNELIA SORABJI
To the few that know her, Cornelia Sorabji is the author
1

X. R. Rao, "Changing Values," Triveni V. 4:334,Jan.-:Feb.l933.

2 H. X. Raja Rao thus refers to Sarojini Naidu in his book~
review IIHosa Huttuii(The Renaissance), Triveni, V.5:502,
Mar.-Apr. 1933, Several letters I have bad from India in
connection with my research on this thesis have also voiced
these views.

,_
----------

3 A. U. Fope, in his introduction to Layla-Yajnu, by Dhan
Gopal Muker j i.

~__:
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of some charmingly writoen books, especially Between the
Twilights and The Purdanashin, 11 which open and translate to
wondering Western eyes those beautiful sealed volumes that
are India's women."

To English civil servants, she is a

valued colleague,- the only woman barrister in Indian go~
ernment service.

Her work, which is akin to the Oourt of

Chancery, covers the districts of Bengal, Assam, Orissa and
Behar.

She is not merely the legal guardian and adviser of

widowed ranis (queens) and baby rajas (kings), but their
trusted friend on whose understanding

s~athy

they can

rely,l
Miss Sorabji is a remarkable blend of tradition and
innovation.

Her father was one of the first Parsee2 oo~

verts to Christianity.

In her Life of Susie Sorabji, a

memoir of her much-loved sister, she describes the unusual
childhood and upbringing she had.

The best that the East

and West had to offer were at her command, in her home.

She

is a graduate of Oxford.
She has written a sketch consisting of some recollec-

-----

··~~

tiona of Benjamin Jowett, the Master of Balliol (her College),
which breathes of an intense hero-worship and loyalty to the
man who evidently inspired her to serve her country in the
way she is doing.

She has a marvelous faculty for fitting
e
----- : - - -

1 Amelia J. Burr, "The Lady of the Open Window,• Bookman,
62:694-6, Feb. 1925.
2 The Pareees are descended from a band of Persians who
emigrated to India from Persia in the early part of the
eighth century.
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just the right words to her thoughts and making the most
pleasing similes.

~---------

Jowett becomes some thing more than a

mere name. as one reads her sketch::

11

When I knew him he stood

~--

~

!"'!' __----

at the turning of life's ways- one hand in the past, one

E.
[i--

held out to the unknown future.

If they called to him, the

silent voices of the dead, it was from the steeps of time,
on the sunlit hillside of the forward journey, and in his
turn he called to us to follow, 11

Jowett was an intimate

friend of Lord Tennyson, and the sketch is full of intensely
interesting quotations from his personal letters to Oornelia
Sorabji, together with her revealing comments on them.

Many

of Jowett's maxims, and his views towards life are inoorpo~
a ted among some of the best tradi tiona of Oxford today;·• n
111

Many a man by being thought better than himself, has be-

come bet'ter;· 1 "

11

'Never be impetuous except in the defence of

a friend;:' n "-Cheer in moments of depression and self-con..:
demnationj' sanity and res'traint in moments of exaltation,
that was his peculiar gift to his friends.

Self poise, to

be equally balanced, unmoved in pleasure and pain, that was
his frequent text." 1
More understanding of the pshychology of both the West
and the East than any modern writer, she is able, at the
same time, to interpret these differences in most exact and
illuminating language, with a directness and depth of intuition and a gentle charm all her own.

Though she never

1 0', Sorabj i, "Benjamin Jowet't ,-Master of Balliol Oollege,"
Nineteenth Century, 54::297-305, Aug. 1903,

~:;:-------
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fails to identify herself with India, she maintains a detachment and an objective attitude that perhaps none but
an Indian, nurtured so definitely as she has been, on
lish ideals, could achieve.

r
~

Eng~

··~

'

.

.

....

Thus, referring to the custom

of caste in India, she writes:

I

Reference to the •untouchables• in India is oontin~y
being made in the English press, but l doubt if the insti•
tution called 1 oaste 1 is at all understood in England; and
certainly the attitude of the orthodox Hindu towards caste •••
se1dom gets a hearing. I propose, therefore, 'tiO put down on
paper what intimate association with orthodox Hindus during
the last twenty years has taught !lie, ••• To him ~he orthodox
Hind~oaste is a man's place upon rebirth, expressed in
spiritual values. It is not a social organiza'l!ton; it implies no social or worldly superiority or inferiority. It
is Nemesis - the place which you have earned for yourself by
your good deeds or bad in your last incarnation, And it is
within your power to protect this hali-mark or to pollute it,
the pollution carrying with it punishment beyond the confines
of this life, while it also ostracises you during this life
from fellowship with 'those who observe the way 1 ••••
A caste is not a trades guild, as the orthodox Hindu
would tell you. It is, as it were, the name written by the
gods for any individual Hindu in the book of births and rebirths,- a name to be preserved unsullied. Caste is a spirituel honours list, published by the deity at the birth of a
man, and reissued upon such rebirth. You have earned what
you get, You may elect to have a good time upon the earth a 'good' riotous, unreligious time - and you take your re..:
birth as, say, a Pulaya in South India, without resentment,
in recognition of what must have ~one before. 1 1 chose it
myself' , as was said to me once, by my actions in a previous
existence. 1
Things then, being as I have tried to indicate, is it
right or permissible for the progressive Indian to force his
social emancipation programme upon the orthodox1 That programme is the result of his contact with the West. Caste
distinctions have ceased to matter to him in direct proportion to the loosening of the hOld upon him of the practices
of the Hindu religion. Equality is a good political watch•
word, appealing to the democrat of the newer worlds. It is
also a good watchword for the irreligious, irked by the strictness of caste preservation and ceremonial religion. But the
orthodox Hindu wishes no emancipation or appeal of this kind~
Is it right to coerce him, to pollute the wells set aside for
a certain caste by admission to these wells of the outcaste1
Yet,, •• there are those in England who, ignorant of the,
orthodox Hindu's point of v1@W, would support them, would
even advise friction and aggression with all that it might
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-- ---

'

~----=-

-

---=::_-----,-

69

entail, in pursuit of what they believe is freedom and equality in the Western social sense.
It is not this way that salvation will come to the East.
Friction may be a good poster, if advertisement is the only
objective. It serves no purpose at all on a common hearth~
And it must not be forgotten that our most urgent problems in
India at this moment are domestic. For good or evil, the progressive and the orthodox must live together, and face together
the shifting scene. And no formula borrowed from the West
will tell us how to do this.
,

~

e--'I==------

Her descriptive interpretations of the lives lived by
women in the Indian Zenanasamake a valuable contribution to
English literature,

In her preface to Between the Twilights:

Being Studies Of Indian Women by One Of Themselves, she ex•
plains the intriguing title she has chosen:

"In the lang-

uage of the Zenana, there are two twilights, 'when the sun
drops into the sea, 1 and 'when he splashes up. the stars for
spray 1 •••• Always, always it is an hour of enchantment, this
hour Between the Twilights:: And it is my very own.

I choose

it, from out the day's full sheaf, and I sit with it in the
silences on my roof-tree."

- -------------

It was her desire to write about
--------

her friends of the Zenana - the Indian women whom she is in
the habit of visiting in the course of her work.
are not meant to be exhaustive.

The studies

She has not written about

the Anglicized and English educated Indian woman - there

b~

ing little to learn about her, as she says, which a common
language and the opportunity of intercourse might not teach
any sojourner in India at first-hand.

These of whom she has

1 Oornelia Sorabji, "Oaste In India," Nineteenth Oentury,
97:514-523, Jan.-June, 1925.
2 The "Zenana" is the name for tb;:: -secluded women 1 s
quarters in the orthodox Indian household.
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written seem, she feels, to justify in a very special sense
the hour .of her meditation.

---------

"They float elusive in the half-

light between •wo civilisations, sad by reason of something
lost, sad by reason of the more that may come to be rejected

~--------

------

hereafter •••• And none but God knoweth when will toll for
them the final Hour of Union, and whether, when it is here,
we sha.li be able to see the stare through the blue veil of'
the Light tha• lies slain f'or all Eternity .ul
Sun Babies is a delightful collec•ion of stories of
North Indian children.

It is dedicated to a young English

boy, the eon of a great friend, who was killed in action in
0n his undiscovered tomb I lay this sprig of roe~

1918.

11

mary.

He will know, and remember, and understand."

The

poetic charm and beauty of her writing is very evident all
through this book.
----------

One would expect Cornelia Sorabji to write poetry at
times, and one is not disappointed.
ful little play, Gold Mohur2 Tune:
the Indian Munshi 1 s 3 saying::

She has written a beauti1

To Remember,• based on
~--

11

0nly the dust of the rose:..

leaves is left to the heart of the perfume-seller."

Sayida,

the lit•le Persian maiden, who is an orphan, and has been
adopted by a Bengali

1

mystic 1 , asks her godfa•her what it

means, and he replies, "I think that he meant that the
1 In Preface, Between the Twilights.
2 A tropical tree with bright yellow blossoms.
3 Teacher.
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fragrance of that which we possess, or that which we are,
is meant to be given, not sold:

love, not merchandise."

Later on, he compl:lses a poem which he leaves as a fe.re.;.;
well messt;tge to Sayi'da, asking her to read it whenever she
feels in need of help ••• ~
It is Springtime in Bengal, and the Gold Mohur trees
are gorgeous with their riot of color.
at a cris1s in her life.

Sayida has arrived

The blossoming trees remind her

of her godfather, and she remembers his last request to her.

I

She reads his poem and its message helps her to make a right
decision, and brings her peace and happiness in life:
"That hour, when the evening sun was low
And the firefly lights began to glow,
Was the time that she chose, herself, the rose,
To whisper the secret of love and woes,
Which gave her colour, and form, and scent,
And made her the thing that God had meant.
And all earth listened- finger at lip •••
Hush! finger at lip - see the red sun dip.
The earth still listened, finger at lip She never could let one dear word slip.
But the red-gold sun had changed to gray,
With the bruised-blue look which ends each day.·
And the owner sat silent and sad and lone .;.;
He had done that for which he might never atone::
He had gathered his roses and crushed them to dust,
Selling their perfume, oh traitor to trust!
Aijd had lost - small wonder - his power to hear
That song erstwhile to his soul so dear;
For nothing but dust to the lover is left
Who selleth his perfumes - self-bereft,
••• The faUlt was, he sold, did not give;
And his wagest why death: for alas! he must live
Dead to rose-songs- God's secrets of fragrance and
light.
Of colour and beauty, of love in its might:
So- tangle of roses, sun-grown and sweet,
Scatter your fragrance as it were meet.
But your secrets hide in a handful of dust

c·
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For that lover who never betrays a trust.••l
tl -

~

~--'-~-~-

DHAN GOPAL MUKERJI

'='---

Comparatively few literary masterpieces having the
description of a place for their main theme have been ~
chieved by English writers.

French writers like Gautier

and Taine have done more in this respect than the English.
One among the Indo-Anglian writers of this century,- Dban
Gopal Mukerji - resembles Taine in the "splendid and tireless fantasy 11 with which he decorates his descriptions of
Indian scenes.
Only those whose traditions and memories and highest
experiences are tied to a scene or a place, can bring to
their descriptions the exhilarating force and power which
Mukerji does.

Rabindranath Tagore has done a great deal in

this direction, in hie short stories especially.

Hie scenes

of Indian country-life grow as intimate and real in his
telling as those familiar to us in our everyday English
fiction.

But there is more vitality of expression, more

sensuous imagery and heat of imagination, more color, in
Dhan Gopal Mukerji 1 s place-descriptions,
Little gems of description like the following,

sho~

ing a unique richness and naturalness of imagery and symbolism, abound through all his writings:
Suddenly the white bird of dawn spread i til wings and
tore the throat of darkness with its burning silver talons;
1 0. Sorab;) i, 11 Gold Mohur Tree:: 'To Remember'"; Nineteenth
Century, 106:643-846; July-Dec.l929.

---------
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the night bled in floods of crimson for a few moments, and
was gone,l
Under the light of the setting sun the peasant's newly
thatched house had a glow of gold. Even •ne wal~s of brown
throbbed with the singing grandeur of the sunset that was
now deepening into purple in the western sky, against which
the palm fronds~were spread in peacock fane of gold and
emerald flames."'
The stars came out of the dark above, the fireflies
mimicked them from the spaces of jet below. Flocks of moths
and insects flew into our oar and po~ded themselves to
death against the electric light, And if the train stopped
a while at any station, the 1 jhi11ilile'(as we say) rose
from a thousand insect voices ot the night to a deafening
pitch, almost unbearable, No, there was no esc~e from
life.- insistent, throbbing,. poundin. ~, overp.owerl. ng l;!.fe of
the tropics! The train pulJ.ed out of the sti!L't:iOn and plunged
into the darkness thick with stars and f11'$fliee, The
latter covered the foliage of trees thirty feet high, un't:il they blazed more brightly than any Ohristmas tree. No
wonder we Hindus are firm believers in immortality, How
else coUld we believe when from every direction na't:ure
presses upon us the quivering ~nd yet choking vastness of
life -more and more abundant?·

o;;:;'-"--

-

--.--------------~-----

The dusk seemed to pause in its flow as i f to take a
brea't:h; and instantly like a dove, 't:he moonlight opened its
wings and settled upon the hill. It made patterns and silver traceries wherever it fell, augmenting the gloom within
the temples and releasing the voices of the insects and the
beasts abroad. 4
..
-~

-

--

---

-

The following description of sunrise on Mount Everest
in My Brother's Face is one of the most poignantly beautiful,
sense-shaking descriptive passages achieved by any writer,
whether Occidental or Oriental:
••• soon we felt a silver sigh run through the spaces,
1 My Brother's Face, 17,18.
2 Ibid, 41.
3 Ibid, 358,359,
4 Visit India With Me, 16.
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soft yet distinctly noticeable as the yawn of her child to
the mother in the next room; then the darkness closed down
upon us. The stars throbbed like claws of light silently
scratching against one 1 s window pane- relentless enigmas
besetting man's mind.
Again a silver shock ran through the darkness, as if a
thread of light came through a curtain. Again the black~
ness of night shut to like doors of jet.
A bird cried, then stopped; you could hear it gently
spread its sleep~ wings. A shudder of silver light ran
through eil'erything-. The stars lifted their enigmatic faces,
then slunk away one by one, Another bird cried out from
another tree. More light fell about us like shadows, yet
not shadowY,
The spaces below showed that we stood above a churning
dark sea of clouds blotting the plains out of sight. Before
us yet stood a wall of dusk and silence,
Suddenly, a trumpeting of gold rose in the east. Below it ran a silver light like the slow zigzagging of light..;
ning. The clouds below caught fire, and before us the wall
of inky silence began to crumble down. Now~ crimson runner
coursed the starles~ sky, Again the golden tearing of the
spaces -and lo, there were the silvery hills down whose
sides ran cataracts of fire! In no time peak upon peak,
horizon upon horizon strode backward through spaci, and over
them leaped the sun - a stallion of burning gold.
Dhan Gopal Mukerji 1 s powerfUl imagery and verbal magic
in the above passage achieves for his reader a sense of
accompanying sound of music - a harp chord tentatively struck,
which quivers into silence; another chord, and again silence a silence which is broken by a clear sweet flute-note which
rises and ever rises, till it pierces the sky,- the sheer
sweetness of melody producing a feeling akin to pain, agony and then, an instantaneous crashing forth of the music of a
fUll orchestra, or a peal of gloriously-toned bells, in an
exultant paean of victory and triumph.
cal

1 atmosphere 1

This is the musi..;

conjured up by a reading of this passage.

Dhal Gopal Mukerji is one of the at present
1 My Brother's Face, 894,295.
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comparatively few Indo-Anglian wri•ers who is comple•ely

--

--

familiar with our in•ellectual and emo•ional idiom, as well
as our speech idiom.

In his criticisms and comparisons, he

often shows a depth of intuition which helps to throw a

[

r

F--:
~'

--

floodlight on the psychology of the East, and makes his description of his reactions to western institutions and western psychology most interesting and enlightening to his
readers.

Thus, writing of his impressions of the United

Sta•es after a sojourn here of twelve years, during which he
-

----

----~---

graduated from the University of California and traveled and
lectured extensively through the States, he says:
I found the United States divided into four psychological groups: the East; the Middle West; the South; and the
Pacific Coast. The first section, the East, is in direct
touch with Europe and is more like Europe than it is like
the rest of America. The second has very little contact
with any great external influence. So its culture is more
provincial and more indigenous. The South is extremely
difficult to make clear. It might seem open to the influence of the Africans, yet that is not the case. It has no
great indigenous element. It is full of the eighteenth
century European conservatism. But if the climate can be
trusted, the Southern men and women will build a tropical.
culture- sinister and beautiful.
As regards the Pacific Coast, it cannot resist the
culture of Asia, as the East cannot be impervious to Europe.
Oriental decorations along wi:bh Oriental aJ.oofness are becoming discernible elements. In the homes of the Pacific
Coast I have found that the people are aloof. They build
a Chinese wall of pride around themselves. On the Pacific
Coast one also finds something Spanish, not altogether European, but rather Africo-Saracenic in character.
Suppose that the forces of race and culture that I
have men•ioned go on permeating the whole continent. Then
will it be too much to say that in five hundred years America !ill have a culture unique, magnificent and overpower•
ing?

--

---------- -- ---- - - ----
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"Freedom from the dead 11 was the quality in America's
1 Cas•e and Outcaste, 299-300.
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air that most appealed to him, with his background of Hindu
tradition.

11

I found in America's air the sharp taste of

'-1--

!-= ...

freedom, not freedom from politicians, not freedom from economic conditions, but freedom from the dead.

No dead gen~

erations rock.the cradle of the new-born here."l
In an article on Tagore, in which he reviews Chitra,
one of the dramas of the poet's early period, he makes a
comparison between two heroines
Chi tra.

Ibsen's Nora and Tagore's

He finds that Tagore and Ibsen are startlingly aim-'

ilar in their ideas and mental

p~ooesses,

reach conclusions that are very far apart.

but that they
Both Chitra and

Nora wish to share their husband's troubles and become an
active part of their everyday lives.
and make her future.
ceives" the future.
outlook,

Nora goes out to meet

Ohitra, being a Hindu, stays and

11 r~

This, to the Hindu mind, is the truer

"Though the future is open, we never go out to it;·

it comes to us, and must f.ind our minds and lives open to
receive it, not for its sake, but for our own spiritual
growth.

This is a purely Hindu attitude •••• Chitra•s accep-

tance of her destiny is possible only in a country where the
soUl is held to be a reincarnation and ever-growing entity.
Tagore has undoubtedly embodied in Chitra the Hindu ideal
life. n2
Mr. Mukerji has written several short poems which have
1 Caste and Outcaste, 310.
2

•Tagore 1 s India", Asia, XX.pt.2; Dec, 1920; 728.
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been published by Asia and the Atlantic Monthly.

His

==

--;:-=-- _ _

;-:;,_

poetry, like his prose, is colorfUl and picturesque, but he
·,
has a fault in common with so many Indo-Anglian writers,• a

- -pc-

lack of understanding of English verse rhythms, a tendency
to confuse assonance with true rhyme.
He has written some delightfUl folk tales for children.
The best known among them are:

Gay-Neck, The Story of a

Pigeon; Kari The Elephant; Jungle Beasts and Men; Hari The
Jungle Lad.
Gay-Neck was awarded the John Newberry prize in 1928.
Aside from Kipling's Jungle Books, there is no other Indian
folk story that has been written with so much force and charm
and understanding.

As a story teller, Dhan Gopal Mukerji

possesses that magnetic power which compels his readers to
do what he bids them do - to laugh when he bids them laugh,
to weep when he bids them weep.

The message he leaves his

readers at the end of this story is an epitome of what may
be regarded as the message of the East to the West:
Whatever we think and feel will colour what we say or
do. He who fears, even unconsciously, or has his least little
dream tainted with hate, will inevitably, sooner or later,
translate these two qualities into his action. ·rherefore,
my brothers, live courage, breathe courage, and give courage.
Think and feel love so that you will be able to pour out of
yourselves peace and serenity as naturally as a flower gives
:forth fragrance.
Peace be unto all!"l
11

SAROJINI NAIDU (1679-

)

Saroj ini Naidu, affectionately called by some of her
1 Gay-Neck, 197.

--~~-
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countrymen "'the Nightingale of India, 11
ing Indo-Anglian woman poet.l
Central India, in 1879,

78
is the greatest li v-

She was born at Hyderabad,

''-' _____ _

Her father, Dr. Aghore Nath

Chattopadhyaya, was descended from an ancient Bengali
~---

Brahmin family well known for their patronage of art and litere.ture.
Of a fanciful and dreamy nature, as she tells us in
her letters to Mr. Arthur Symons, she began writing poetry
at the age of eleven.

In 1895 she went to England with a

----···-""
--

-----~-·-·--

scholarship from the Nizam of Hyaerabad 1 and studied at
King's College, London, and at G1rton,

While there, she met

Sir EdmUnd Gosse, the discoverer of the genius of Toru Dutt,
the first Indo-Anglian poetess of the Indian Renaissance.
In his preface to The Bird of Time, Gosse
his first meeting with Saroj ini Naidu,

tell~

the story of

He found her "mar-

velous in her mental maturity, amazingly well-read, and far
beyond

a

Western child in her acquaintance wi tb the world."

His disappointment, on reading the bundle of MSS which she
slipped into his hands was all the more intense when he found
her verses to be entirely Western in feeling and in imagery,
founded on reminiscences of Tennyson and Shelley,

He ven-

tured to speak to her sincerely, advising her that what the
West needed was

11

some revelation of the heart of India, some

sincere, penetrating analysis of native passion, of the principles of antique religion, and of such mysterious intimations
1 Edmund Gosse, in his introduction to The Bird of Time,
by Sarojini Naidu, 1.
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as stirred the soul of the East long before the West had

--:-;;

begun to dream that it had a sou1,nl
stantly accepted his advice.

Sarojini Naidu in-

How successful she has been

is left for the reader to judge.

r. -----

Si

One has only to open a

vol.ume of her works to sense tha quality of "Eastern magic"
in them, mentioned by Arthur Symons in his preface to Dl!2.
Golden Threshold.
In 1898 she returned to marry Dr. Naidu.

Her marriage

defied the bonds of caste, for Dr. Naidu was not a Brahmin,
as she was.
She has produced three fine collections of lyrics.The Bird Of Time (Songs Of Life, Death And The Spring),
The Golden Threshold, and The Broken Wing (Songs Of Love,
Death And Destiny).

A later volume, The Soeptred Flute,

includes all the poems previously published in the above
three volumes.
After the World War, she threw herself into the oause
of Indian nationalism with all the ferver of her being.

She

was elected President of the Indian National Oongress, following Mahatma Gandhi.

.-

She has written nothing for publication

since 1916.

~

Sarojini Naidu, like Rabindranath Tagore, is a lyrical
poet, a singer of songs, possessing something of his direct
simplicity,

Unlike him, however, she sings directly in Eng-

lish, which, she tells us, is more naturally her mother
1 Oited by Kuik Raj Anand, The Golden Breath, 103-105,

-
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tongue than Hindustani.

Her poems are the-refore mo-re spon-

taneous, in the English sense of the word., than his.l
Unlike Tago-re, too, and the othe-r Bengali write-rs, she
,;

is influenced by Pe-rsian, -rather than classical Sanskrit or
Vaishnava folklore style.

- -

L

She is a true disciple of Omar-

Khayyam, painting lovely little minatures in true Persian
manner, which at times show a flash of divine inspiration,
but, on the whole, remain within the realm of romanticism.2
These little miniatures are especially evident in her earlier poems.

Thus, in the poem "Nightfall In The Oity of

Hyderabad,n she paints with microscopic touches of the finest
of brushes, a series of pictures which suggest more than
they reveal in words, of the romantic beauty of the ancient
city of Hyderabad:
Nightfall In The City Of Hyderabad
See how the speckled sky burns like a pigeon's throat,
Jeweled with embers of opal and peri dote.
See the white river that flashes and scintillates,
Ourved like a tusk, from the mouth of the city gates.
Hark, from the minaret, how the muezzin's call
Floats like a battle-flag over the city wall.
From trellised balconies, languid and luminous
Faces gleam, veiled in a splendour voluminous.
Leisurely elephants wind through the winding lanes,
Swinging their silver bells hung from their silver
chains.
Round the high Ohar Minar sounds of gay cavalcades
Blend with the music of cymbals and serenades.
1 Joseph Auslander, in his Introduction to The Sceptred
Flute, by s. Naidu, ix.
2 Anand, The Golden Breath, lll-ll3.
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Over the city bridge Night comes majesticali
Borne like a queen to a sumptuous festival.
She sees a palanquin passing through this setting - a
palanquin obviously containing a newly-made bride being conducted to her husband's home,

The palanquin bearers burst

into song - a universal custom all over India, where this
mode of conveyance is still used:
Palanquin-Bearers
Lightly, 0 lightly, we bear her along,
She swings like a flower in the wind of our song;
She skims like a bird on the foam of a stream,
She floats like a laugh from the lips of a dream,
Gaily, 0 gaily we glide and we sing,
We oear her along like a pearl on a string,
Softly, 0 softly we bear her along,
She hangs like a star in the dew of our song;
She springs like a beam on the brow of the tide,
She falls like a tear from the eyes of a bride.
Lightly, 0 lightly we glide and we sing,
We bear her along like a pearl on a string. 2
Sarojini Naidu possesses a great capacity for sheer
delight in, and love of life.

She has written several ex-

quisite little songs of the Spring, which touch one's heart
with the radiant delight in nature that they portray::
Springtime, 0 Springtime, what is your secret,
The bliss at the core of your magical mirth,
That quickens the pulse of the morning to wonder
And hastens the seeds of all beauty to birth,
That captures the heavens and conquers to blosssm
The roots of delight in the heart of the earth?
1 The Sceptred Fl~, 55.
2 Ibid, 3.
3 Ibid, 11 The Joy Of The Springtime ,n 89,
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The most beautiful of all her Spring songs is June
.

Sunset, two stanzas of which cry out for quotation:
A brown quail cries from the tamarisk bushes,
A bUlbul calls from -che cassia-plume,
And through the wet earth the gentian pushes
Her sfikes of silvery bloom.
Where er the foot of -che brigh-c shower passes
Fragrant and fresh delights unfold;
The wild fawn feeds on the scented grasses,
Wild bees on the caotus-gold.
An ox-cart stumbles upon the rocks,
And a wistful music pursues the breeze
From a shepherd's pipe as he gathers his flocks
Under the pipal-trees.
And a young Banjara driving her cattle
Lif"ts up her voice as she glitters by
In an ancient ballad of love and battle
Set to the beat of a mystic tune,
And the faint stars gleaf in the eastern sky
To herald a rising moon.

-~·--~---
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In her treatment of love, the romanticist in her is
superseded by the idealist.

In this she remains true to

early Indian tradition, which sought to sanctify the human
impulse in its folk tales and local legends by making human
and divine love synonymous.

Thus, in her

11

Song Of R.adha
----------~--·--

The Milkmaid," she is expressing the devotional love which
ac-cuates the hundreds and thousands who go to bathe in the
rivers that are sacred to the Hindu people, in the form of
an ecstatic song sung by Radha to Krishna (or Govinda as
he is sometimes oal!ed)--the two greatest lovers in Indian
mythol.ogy::

1 The Sceptred Flute, 192-193.
~_:-'--- ___
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I aarried my curds to the Mathura1 fai~ ••.•
How softly the heifers were lowing ••••
I wanted to cry 11 Who will buy, who will buy
These curds thao are wnite as the clouds in the sky
When the breezes of Shrawan are blowing?.u
But my heart was so full of your beauty, Beloved,
They laughed, as I cried without knowing:
Govindal Govinda!
Govinda! Govindal •...
How ~oftly the river was flowing!

'~-
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I carried my gifts to the Yathura shrine ••••
How brightly the torches were glowing!
I folded my hands at the aLtar to pray
11 0 shining ones guard us by nignt and by day 11 And loudlY the conch shells were blowing.
But my heart was so lost in your worship, Beloved,
They were wroth, when I cried without knowing:
Govinda! Govinda!
Govindal Govinda! •••• 2
How brightly the river was flowing!
An Indian critic points out that this idealistic inter-

pretation of love on her part is a blessing, for it has
helped her to avoid the pitfalls of sentimentalism in-co
which lack of force may have led her "rather dithyrambic
voice • 11

3

Saroj ini Naidu can, however, sing another type

of love song, which shows far more intensity of passion than
any sung by Tagore:
Devotion
Take my flesh to feed your doge if you choose,
Water your garden-trees with my blood if you will,
Turn my heart into ashes, my dreams into dustAm I not yours, 0 Love, to cherish or kill?
1 Mathura is the chief center of the mystic worship of
Krishna (also called Govinda) - the 11 Divine Beloved 11 of
every human heart.
2
3

The Sceptred Flute, 112-113.
.

Anand, op,cit., 116.

-------

84

Strangle my soul and flfng it into the fire!
Why should my true love falter or fear or rebel?·
Love, I am yours to lie in your breast likr a flower,
Or burn like a weed for your sake in hell.

..,--'-- ··~~'=-?-~~~-~~

In her later poems, Mrs. Naidu shows the influence of
her contact with personal and national grief and
ment.

bereave~

Her childlike joy in life gives way to more sonorous

music and to frequent utterance of the philosophy of her
race.

She places her finger on the age-old problem of the

Hindu aspect of widowhood in the following words:
What further need hath she of loveliness
Whom Death hath parted from her Lord's caress? 2

--··-------------- ---

---~--

The longing of the Hindu mystic for the attainment of the
infinite is shown in her poem to a "Buddha Seated On A
Lotus":
••• all our mortal moments are
A session of the Infinite.
How shall we reach the great~ unknown
Nirvana of thy Lotus-throne?
The title of the last volume of her poems, The Broken
Wing, was suggested by Mr. Gokhale' s question:
a song-bird like you have a broken wing?"

"Why should

It acted as a

spur to her failing courage, and led her to throw herself
into the cause of Indian nationalism, which has resulted in
her giving up writing poetry:
"Shall spring that wakes mine ancient land again
Oall to my wild and suffering heart in vain?
Or Fate's blind arrows still the pulsing note
Of my far-reaching, frail, unconquered throat?
l

In The Sceptred Flute, 231.

2 Ibid, "Dirge", 66.

3 Ibid,

0 Dirge",

61.
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Or a weak bleeding pinion daunt or tire
My fli~ht to the high realms of my desire?
Behold. I rise to meet the destined Sprifg
And scale the stars upon my broken wing!"

l__:_

C"-- ~---~~~ '_"::_~ ~-----~~~
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Among her own countrymen. Mrs. Naidu is very frequently criticized for having chosen English as her
erary tongue.

lit~

An Indian critic writing in Triveni, one of

modern Indian magazines, published in Madras, South India,
and having high standing, makes a statement to the effect
that, though in her poems she calls the nightingale 1 Mina 1

I

and the church bells the 'muezzin', being respectful of the

------------

advice she had received from Sir Edmund Gosse - she has in
fact, never been able to get into the depths of the Indian
soul.

The English may be right in calling her the greatest

living Poetess of the English language, he says, but she
will always remain an outsider to the Indian, though her
poems may be charming and fanciful, rich and varied. 2
Sarojini Naidu 1 s greatest contribution to the Western
world is her sympathetic interpretation of life as it_ is

-~---

r:;_-- --

l1 ved in India.

'l'be scents and the aromas of India; the

---_____

street cries; the noise of the Indian bazaars; the jingling
of the anklets on the feet of the temple dancers; the call
to evening prayer from a mosque outlined against a flaming
sunset sky - 'Allah ho Akbar! Allah ho Akbar! 1 ; the sound of
::;____:

a flute piercing the silence of the night; the fragrance of
the mango blossoms dripping with nectar; the songs of the
1 In The Sceptred Flute, 145.
2 H. IC, Raja Rao, "Hosa-lluttu (The Rena.issance) 11 , Triveni,
V. 5: 502, .March-April 1933.

-- ---
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papeeha1 and koel 2 in Spring; the scent of the wet earth
after rain; -all flash in retrospect before one's eyes, or
touch one's senses wi-th a quivering

11

agony of Sensation"

which spells sheer delight. Lacking, as her poems do, the
Sanskrit influence of sensuous imagery and voluptuous symbolism, they fall on the Western ear with soothing sound
and sense of beauty.
Sarojini Naidu 1 s color-soaked interpretation of India
to "the West is no slight contribution on the part of one of
-

---~-~-~- -----~------

---

--

India's women.
PURAN SINGH (1881-1931)
One of the most in-teresting Indo-Anglian poe-ts of the
New India is Puran Singh.
of Sikkhism -

11

He is the chief representa-tive

that remarkable school of poetic-religious
-------

ethics which goes to inspire about three millions of the
people of India with a profound belief in the fellowship of
3
man wi"th man, and devotion to a personal god.u '
He was born in a small village near Abbotabad, on the
nor"thwes"tern frontier of India.

The chief influence in his

life seems to have been his mother, and all that he did
seemed to have been influenced by ideas imbibed from

her~

1 The Papeeha is a bird that comes in Northern India when

the mangoes are ripe, and calls 0 P1-kahan, Pi-kahan?" .Where is my love?

2

The Indian cuckoo.

3 Anand, The Golden Breath, 86.
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In an autobiographical sketch that he gave his friend and

-----

~--:_-~-~-~--~o-~--- _::::~
---- - --- -- -----

editor in England, Ernest Rhys, he says:
everything for us,

nour mother did

'"'

She cooked f'or us, washed our clothes,

took us to the hill streams and gave us a daily plunge in
the crystal, biting, cold water.

She took us to the village

Gurdwara (Sikh temple), made us listen to the hymns of the
Guru every morning, and generally in the afternoon we all
sat listening to the recital of the Guru Granth (the Bible
of the Sikhs) by the village priest.

At night, all alone,

we sat together :round the fire as my mother and elder sister
eat before the spinning-wheels preparing thread f'o:r getting
some cloth woven by the village weaver of the family,, ••
Our house was always open to poor people, and whoever came
to beg of my mother for a suit of clothes or a little money,
had it.

No one was sent away f':rom our door without being

given a share of' whatever we could give •••• She would serve
her relatives for months, and on occasion nurse the sick and
the wounded with her own hands day and night, single-handed
and untiring.

If' she thought a single thing was good and

must be done, she did it in spite of the whole world's opposi tion. 11 1
The family was very poor, but Puran Singh's mother was
determined to give him a good education.

So she sacrificed

the freedom of' the frontier country and moved with her
ily to the congested Punjabi city of' Rawalpindi.
1 Anand, op.cit., 86,87,

fa~

While in

~--
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college he entered for and won an open scholarship for the
study of applied chemistry at the Imperial University, Tokyo,
Japan.

It was in Japan that he experienced a sudden revo-

lution in his spiri't,

The beau'ty of Japan- its art, its

literature -overwhelmed him.

He began to search for the

"hidden riches of the soul,"

At the height of this impres-

sionable period he met an Indian ascetic, who influenced him
to renounce a materialistic career, and to return to India
as a Sannyasin

(~indu

ascetic),

This change of re1igion

from Sikh to Hindu was a great blow to his mother at first,
but, instead of opposing

hi~,

she sympathized witn him and

even admired nim for taking what he considered the right
direction,
and

She :finally won him back to the family religion,

pers~aded

had donned,

him to give up the cloak of

re~unciation

he

He married, and adopted the profession of al-

chemy,
His reversion to Sikkbism had the effect .of precipitating him into an intense study of the hymns of the
Gre.nth- the Sikh Bible,

~

The wide culture he had already

acquired led to a desire on his part to reinterpret to the
world the teaching of the Sikh masters, in original verse,
He began to write bo'th in Punje.bi and in English,

During

the short period of ten years before he dies, he published
about half e. dozen books of Punje.bi and English poetry,l

l Anand, op,oit., 86-91,

J

I

I
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Origin of Punjabi Literature

==

The original impulses of Punjabi literature go back to

------

"'-' ___ -,_,-___--

Nanak, the founder of the Sikh religion, who lived in the
early half of the fifteenth century.

He sought to reconcile

the conflicting elements in Islam and Hinduism.

Being

gifted with an extraordinary talent for poetry and song, he
chose this method to spread the doctrine of his belief.
Under the magic spell of his art, his listeners would be
converted to his teachings before they, themselves, were
aware of it.

Nanak 1 s nine successors after his death con-

tinued this tradition.

Before the last of these died, he

compiled the whole series of the hymns and poems that had
thus been collected into one volume,- the Guru Granth (Sacred
Teachings, or Sikh Bible).

l

Puran Singh is then, among the Indo-Anglian writers,
the poet-priest, who sees the divine urge in evrything.

Like

Tagore, he is a pantheist. ·.Like him, too, he is prompted by
an intense worship of beauty - a beauty that
nected with divinity in some form.
deliberately mystical at times.

~s

always con-

This makes his writings

He has written, in English,

a little volume, The Book of The Ten Masters, legendary
stories of the founders of Sikkhism.

;

Another book of re-

l igious verse, The Si stars Of 'rhe Spinning Wheel owes its
origin to his mother and sister, whose devotional melodies

l Anand, op.cit., 91,92.
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and hymn music he sought to arrest in his own song.l

He bas

also done some valuable work in translating Sikh songs into
English •. His

11

Nargas.- Songs of' a Sikh, by Bhai Vir Singh",

-""--

well iliustrate the Hindu fondness for sensuous imagery and
quaint conceits,- their habit of' assigning the sea as a
husband to the rivers, the lightning as a consort to the rain,
while vines are looked upon as being wedded to the trees
around which they cling.

In the song entitled,

11

The Birth

of Ganga," for example, •he river Ganges is pictured as
originating in a spark of life fanned by the angels with
their breath, which.. shooting through the air like a burning
ruby, falls on the peaks of the Himalayas, melting the snow
and flowing down as a little silver current, which, ever
growing mightier and larger, flows eastward towards the ocean:
11

Jewels and gems she scatters as she go~s.
The mighty cities stand on either side of her banks,
waiting like so many beggars, for her alms.
Something for all, nothing denied, the Ganga distributes
life and joy as she rushes down. 11

When she approaches the sea he asks her from whence she
has come.

She replies, eUlogizing her

The sea thereupon becomes jealous,round his heart. 11

11

11

Father Himalaya. II

a snake-like wave coiled

He decries the majesty of the Himalayas,

and asserts his own superiority over them.
turns to go back.

Ganga, in anger

At this, the sea, repentant, seeks to woo

her to return to him.

As he holds her baok by force, she

prays to God and is allowed to ascend to heaven:
l Anand, op.cit., 88,89.

,_,-

91
11

0n the shoulders of the winds, in the oradle woven
of the rays of the sun and moon,
She is lifted high to the mid-sky. 11 ~

~----::--;-;-::·------

Scattered through Puran Singh's poems, one finds jewels
of thought placed in a new setting, which flash before one's
inner vision like the sight of the first blossoms in Spring.
11

i"'--

-

The Swing Of Love" is one of these gems:
11 I

remember I was on the swing of love, and it was
swinging high;
2
The very height made me pure and se.Lfless. 11

He sees a man passing by:-

11

A turbaned man! The owner
of the skies!
I hear his foo"Gfalls in the
garden of my heart;
My life throbs in his lotus
feet!
Eternal are ~is turban folds
of love."

~-~-~---"'-------~--~

The Punjab autumn produces a poem which is redolent of
a spiritual fragrance - the joy of the soul which contemplates God and finds beauty in this worship:
'rhe sweet, sweet dew wets all with joy,
Wet with joy are •he night and the moon,
And dewdrops quiver over the stars on high,
And joy-wet blows the wind on my face.
It is the season of the cooling dew!
The dew is falling everywhere,
And wet is every rose.
The gentle breath of heaven blows.
• • • • • • • • • •

The dew cometh from heaven down!
It bringeth heavenly peace for all.
It wetteth all with sweetness,
1 Ikbal Ali Shan (Ed.) The Oriental Caravan, 89-95.
2 Ibid, 95 ,96,
3

Anand, op.oit., 100.

-------
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Invisible, it raineth deep into souls.
It raine~h love and peace and joy,
2

-.c..·--

It raineth sweetness.
Dew! Dew! my comrades!
It is the season of the cooling dew!
The dew is falling everywhere,
And wet is every rose,
·
The gentle breath of heaven blows,l
The chief contribution Puran Singh makes an unenlightened Western world is his poetical interpretation of the
ideals of Sikkhism, and of the origin of Punjabi literature.
HARUIDRA NA1'H OHATTOPADHYAYA
The most promising of India's younger poets is Harinda
Nath Ohattapadhyaya, Mrs. Sarojini Naidu'e younger brother,
born in the early part of the twentieth century.

He is not

as well known in America or England as hie sister - her
grea~er

reputation depriving his work, perhaps, of the con-

eidera~ion

it deserves.

at the present time.
ested in his poems.

In India,. however, he is well known

Several publishing houses are interHe seems to have been taken into the

hearts of the Indian people in a sense in which his sister
never has been.2
Sarojini Naidu, as we have seen, belongs to the romantic school, reacting mainly through feeling; Harindra
Na~h's

verse is more philosophic and religious in outlook,

and has attained more of a fusion
ing,

be~ween

thought and feel-

His Indian biographer, Mulk Raj Anand, pointe out

1 G. Goodwin (Ed.) Anthology of Modern Indian Poetry, 84-89.

2 H. K, Raja Rao, "Hoea-Huttu 11 (The Renaieea.nce), Triveni,
V.5:502, March-April 1933,
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that he had the advantage of profiting by the unfortunate
early experiences of his sister as a poet in
English vein. 11

11

the

fa~sely

He avoided mere imitation and sought for a
'"~--

definite background before he began to write.l
Living in a cultured Hindu home as he did, in the
Muslim-ruled Hindu state of Hyderabad, he came into intimate contact with the many Muslim nobles and divines who
visited his fa.ther 1 s courtyard to tal\< philosophy,

A letter

written by his sister to Arthur Symon$ will help

tra.ce

1;0

for the reMer better tha.n anything else the early influences to which we owe the genius of both Sarojini and
Ha.rindra Nath:
1Iy·ancestors for thousands of years have been lovers
of the forest anc;i mountain caves, grea.t dreamers, great
scholars, great ascetics. Hy father is a dreamer himself,
a great dreamer, a great man whose life has been a magnificent failure. I suppose in the whole of India there are
:few men whose learning is greater than his, and I don't
think there are many more loved, He has a great white beard
and the profile of Homer, and a laugh that brings the roof
down. He has wasted all his money on two objects: to heln
others and on alchemy. He holds huge courts every day in·
his garden, of all the learned men of all religions- Rajahs
and beggars and saints and downright villains, all delightfully mixed up and all treated as one. And then his alchemy!
Oh, dear, day and night the experiments are going on and
every man who brings a new prescription is welcome as a
brother. But this alchemy is, you know, only the material
counterpart of a poet's craving for beauty- the eternal beauty, 'The makers of gold and the makers of verse,' they are
the twin creators that sway the world's secret desire :for mystery; and what in my :father is the genius of curiosity - the
very essence of all scientific genius - in me is the desire
:for beauty. Do you remember Pater's phrase about Leonardo da
Vinci, 1 0uriosity and the desire of 9eauty 1 ? 11 2
11

1 Anand, The Golden Breath, 125.
2 Ibid, 123,124.

;_· ____ _
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Harindra Nath 1 s interest in the Muslim creed led him
;;!-

to try and discover some relation or affinity between it and
Hinduism, which he could set up as a philosophical system
to be rendered by him in verse.

He arrived at a form of

pantheism which defines the Universe as a manifestation of
the Eternal Beauty, and man as an incarnation of God.
progress is spiritual progress,

All

He rejected the Hindu doc-

trine which interprets the world as illusion (Maya).
_pantheism lacks the joyous spontaneity of Tagore.
more meditative, more solely worshipful of Beauty,

His

It is
Thus he

sings:
Beyond The.Verge Of Time
Our dreams and longings cover deeper dreams
And longings in the silence far away,
All things on earth, swee't winds and shining clouds,
Waters and s'tars and the lone moods of man,
Are cool green echoes of the voice that sings
Beyond 'the verge of Time. Be'tween 'tWO cries of aught,
Of augh't on ear'th, wakes the eternal fire
Wherein the destiny of heaven is wrought,
For what is heaven but the earth grofU fUll,
And God but man unshadowed and afar?
In 1922 (?) he joined the University of Cambridge with
the intention of doing some research work on the poetry of
William Blake.

Although he did not finish his thesis, he

came very much under Blake 1 s influence, assimilating something of his philosophy and method into his poetry.

A. E,

(George Russell) was another poet under whose influence he
came and from whom he received much encouragement.

His

second book of poems, The Magic Tree, takes its title from
A •. E Is.
l

G, Goodwin, 1mdern Indian Poetry, 35,

-... - . )
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And from "the magic Tree of Life
The frui "t falls everywhere. ••l

From A. E. he learned "the grea"t truth of humanism.

-

-----=
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In

"The Foun"tain° one can trace the influence of bo"th Blake
and A. E.:
The Foun"tain
In every hear"t a jeweled fire
Of godliness unconscious glows,
The earthly seed of man's desire
Gives birth to an immortal rose.
Each human body makes or mars
The inspira"tion of "the skies,
There is no colour in the stars
That is no"t drawn from mortal eyes.

-- ----- --

And "thus in human pride I sing
Though none my mueio understand,
The faery palace of a king
Is fashioned by a beggar's hand.2
His next three volumes of verse:

Perfume of Earth,

Out Of The Deep Dark Mould, and The Wizard's Mask, are dominated by the same strain of thought. 3
In another mood, showing the poet's intense joy in his
art, he wri tee:
Imagery
He
Of
He
By
Of
In

has fashioned "the s"tars and the moons to the music
innermost-flowering joy and desire,
has tried his own love tor himself "through the ages
flooding his limbs wi"th unquenchable fire
crea"tion that dances and bubbles and flut"ters
peacocks, in seas, and "the hearts of the birds.

1 Oited by Anand, 130.
2 Ibid, 131,132.
3 Ibid, 132.
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Behind the rich silence of red-running sunsets
And cool-coloured sundawns he utters his words,
He is finding forever his infinite fullness
In blossoming buds and the withering flowers.
He shapes through the heart of the world his Ideal
So white in the midst of the many-hued hours,
He weaves a fine trammel of marvellous colours
Around and about him in ut•er delight,
Till straight through the darkness his laughter comes
lambent,
Birdlike from a cage in a freedom of flight,l

--~

~

"'

---- ---- ---- ---

-··----
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Equipped with the new technique he acquired from his
European models, Harindra Nath returned to India, where he
turned almost immediately to explore the ancient ideals of
his country more thoroughly than before.

His revolt against

the narrow orthodoxies current in India may be seen in the
following lines:
Lord! we have wrought us adamantine fetters
And built ourselves a choking dungeon-house,
Thy hands have writ in large and blood-stains~ letters,
11 Trai "tor!" upon our heads and eyes and brows. ·
His later poems seem to be tending towards a new outlook.

He seems to be, Mulk Raj points out, seeking for some

satisfactory explanation of a Reality which is fundamentally
pointless. 0

The philosophy of life which he is seeking to
---

formulate may be traced throughout a recent poem published
in ·rriveni, a magazine which is seeking to build up a
synthesis in all modern Indian literature.

The influence

of both Blake and Wordsworth is very evident, together with
his own Hindu theology:
1 G. Goodwin, Modern Indian Poetry, 38,39,
2
3

Anand, The Golden Breath, 133,
Ibid, 134.
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••• Childhood lives again
In the awakened slumber of the brain,
The treasure-house of myriad memories •••
I see once more wild woodlands full.of trees
And roaming but"terflies behind the old
Roman"tic house, where noonday lavished gold
Upon the bleak, bare rocks, and mornings came
Like elfin festivals of coloured flame;
And sunset like red music came and went
Struck on some angel's magic instrument.

I

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
What else do I remember? ·rhe queer sense
Of indefinable Omnipo"tenoe
Hidden within all things I heard and saw,
Some vaguely-felt, imperishable law
In silen"t operation everywhere;
I trembled at the blueness of the air,
The whiteness in the lily and the sweet
Ooming of rain which, falling in a sheet
Of woven pearl, sen"t through my hear"t intense
And nervous tingles, coursing "through each sense
Like scented splendour. Every bird which sang
Went through my being like a sudden pang
Of parting, but from whom, I could not tell!
Each thing of beauty was an urgent bell
Oalling my heart to prayer •••
• • • • , • • • • • • • • In his pride
Of loathsome ignorance on every side
:Man, hurling a blind challenge, wounds and draws
The blood of beauty, breaks the Law of laws
At every turn as easily as a flower ••••
Believing that he hath defied the power
Vanquishing It, because It humbly bows
In patience for a period and allows
His hands "tO "trifle with tile knowledge and tamper
With Its virginity wi"thout a hamper.
Until at last in high retaliation
It rises in the wrath of all crea"tion
Against his huge corruption and demands
Full compensation at his errant hands
For all the hideous ruin that they wrought. , •

Think you the offended Power remembers not
The offender? • • • Fool! the broken Law
Breaks him who breaks It! • • •
• • • • • • • • • • • • • Death like a mouse
Lurks in Life's granaries and nibbles at
The gathered grain, and all the beau"ty that
Trembles outside of us is as a sleep
In which the canker never fails to keep
Its constant tryst, casting its ugly shade
On the world's blossom, making it afraid.

.,.-·
-

Escaped from Singlehood, from shape to shape,
Back to the Singlehood we must escape
Through death and devastation and disease
Inevitable threat of contraries
Continued through the ages • • • • . . . . •
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Since lo, life holds within itseif the germ
Of secret death in which her safety lies. • • •
Beauty is beauty all because she dies!
Through the dim portals of her myriad deaths,
Between the ceasing of her myriad b:reaths.,
Her shadow into Time's bare garden thrown
Touches at length the feet of the Unknown. 1
Harindra Nath is also very much interested in the
Indian drama, which, in its modern aspect, is reminiscent
of Yeats, in its high quest for beauty, His great ambition
is to make his art a national expression of Indian life,2
New India seems to recognize Harindra Nath Chat.topad;..
hyaya as one of her ablest literary representatives, Mulk
Raj Anand, writing of him in The Golden Breath, says:

'"'A', .• this

poet, the ..youngeet of B.ll. those treated in this

volume, born in the twentieth century, is the most conscious
to all those impulses of our age which are going to make of
India the hotbed of a real and vi tal modernhy. "3
UNEXPLORED FIELDS IN INDO-ANGLIAN LITERATURE
THAT SHOW PROMISE
Literary Criticism
The Indian Renaissance has produced a distinctively
"A Water-Colour Painting," Triven1, V.3:251-255,
Nov.-Dec. 1932.
2
'
R. J. Yajnik, The Indian Theatre, 269.

l.

3 Anand, op.cit., 126,
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literary class in India today, comprising within i'tself
smaller groups and sections.

--

~-----------"--=--'~
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With 'the developmen't of lit-

!;;;_co---

I

erary creeds s.nd ideals the critical spirit has grown up.
Critical li'terature is something new to the vernaculars
of India, and shows the influence on them of English literature.

The Indo-Anglian critic shows a delicacy of percep-

tion, a .genius of insight, together with a unity of form
with ide_a in vocabulary and construction which makes a good
The revelation of differences or simi-

vehicle of thought,

-

·---·

--·-·---··-~---

----

---

larities between Eastern and Western li'terary taste, as presented by a well-informed Easterner, carries with it the
charm of novelty and the sense of exhilaration that is produced by the impact of new ideas.
Thus, for example, in an ar-t;icle by Syed Ikbal, "Meeting of the East and West," he seeks to establish the fact
that in_ the intellectual life, East and West are less far
apart than is commonly acknowledged.

The spiritual and in-

tellectual life of Europe, he poin'ts out, has an Eastern
basis; _all that tne West cherishes is rooted in the East,

On

the other hand, Time, in our own day, has made the East the
heavy debtor of the West.

Here follows a charming critical

appreciation of some of the greatest English poe'ts, who, he
finds, :resemble the East in their thoughts::- The materialism
of Masefield in the

11

Widow in tlle Bye Street 11 might at first

star'tle. the Eastern sojourner in the West,'Splash water on him,chaps. I only meant
To hit him just a chip"~-~
1
God send; he looks _damn l>ad, 1 the blacksmith said •.

L

------

But when he sets himself to read through "Dauber, 11

100
he finds
~----

an Eastern ray suddenly breaking through the squalor and

'
Ibn
g---

-

brutality of a rough sea life:
Then in the sunset's flush they went aloft
And unbent sails in that most lovely hour,
When the light gentles, and the wind is soft,
And beauty in the heart breaks like a flower.
In Mil ton 1 s

11

0ol!IUs 11 and 11 Lyoidas 11 an Oriental finds himself

in a veritable Eastern atmosphere.

In Keats he discovers a

jungle of beauty, with its vivid wora-piotures sharply and
swiftly outlined as in Eastern poetry:
The_ rocks were silent, the wide sea did weave
An untumultuous fringe of silver foam
Along the flat, brown sands.
Like the Eastern poets, Keats realized that beauty is the
essence of the Oreator.
of God.

His love of Beauty was adoration

But of all the Eng:Ush poets with whom the Eastern-

er makes early acquaintance, none impresses, says Ikbal, so
intimately and permanently as Shelley,

11

Shelley was in the

real sense a prophet and a teacher of humanity, one of the
--------·------

greatest minds England has produced, as well as one of its
grea-~;est

singers ••• not excepting Shakespeare.

For Shakespeare

never wrote such lyrics as did Shelley, and never revealed
himself as a solitary pilgrim-thinker in the spiritual world,
as did the author of

1

The Hymn to Intellectual Beauty.'"

Spenser and Wordsworth also, he considers, were seers.

The

latter, he finds, does not seem to appeal to his own countrymen in the same manner as he does to an Easterner.
11

His

Prelude 11 and 11 Excursion 11 are regarded by many English

101
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critics as failures because they forget that the poet 1 s
~· ~--

~essage

is of more account than the manner of setting it

forth. 1

----- -
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A character study of Macbeth by Dr. U. 0. Nag, the head

1¥---

of the Department of English Studies, Benares Hindu University, deals with the universal significance of the character
of Macbeth.

The story of his life is played around us every

day on many a stage of life, with every variety of accessory circumstance.

He applies the commonly used oriental

term 11 possession 11 in describing the process of deterioration
undergone by Macbeth, showing it to be
cumulat~d

11

-"" -----·---·--·--------~~-·- -· - -----

"the tyranny of ac...

impulse unchecked by fixity of principle::"

The growing mas"tery of wrong impulses, wrong in many
degrees of a descending scale when unchecked by fixed and
settled principles results in just such a process, however
it may disguise itself, as Macbeth undergoes ••••••••. there
comes a time, and surely it will not tarry, when in a moment
all the laxity and "thinness and growing falsity of a man's
life gather themselves together into one startling temptation:
and though perhaps the relics of a once innocent past still
urge revel t, the end is ce.rtain. For each single motive
which might have placedthe man upon his feet, firm and unflinching though all the winds of evil blow upon him, has
been successively strangled by the successive, perhaps imperceptible lapses of the unprincipled and unspiritual life
in the past. His life has crea"ted for him a tradition which
acts with all the greater force because its powers have been
slowly accumulating. And so, though the temptation passes
as a lightning flash, and the struggle lasts but an hour,
it has been prepared of old, and it has been detarmined in
days that are pas"t that "the issue shall be evil.
Among Indo-Anglian literary critics, Uanjeri S. Isvaran
ranks high.

His Book Reviews in Triveni are intensely

1 Ikbal Ali Shah (Ed.), The Oriental Oaravan, 266-283.
2

.

Triveni, V.3:225-245, Nov.-Dec., 1932.
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interesting and instructive.

In reviewing, for example,

;::_·

'.

~------

Humayun Kabir s Poems, he says:
1

ii-

Mr. Kabir catches the visions of life in an exquisite
web of awareness; he, however, lacks the power to create,
to utter something suddenly, absolutely, in a moment of
high-imaginative tension, This is due to the even introspective cast of his mind that cannot ignite, that cannot
deton::-:te. His poetry, as seen from the present volume, is
the :rhytlmic expression of a conflict followed by a yearning
for calm. • • • •
While one set of poems is thus heavy with meditative
moods, there is the other set Which has in excelsis the
$uality of a dream, Such are "After Death," 11 Jahan Ara,n
1 Taj Mahal 11 ••• Here, Where melancholy falls like dew-drops
on a tropical night; melody falls as soft; words like
pearls on a silken string linger in the fri~e of our
memory, and their clear dewy glow hushes us.

._,---

Modern Indo-Anglian literature contains much criticism
of Western life and thought, dealt out unsparingly, in pungent, biting Anglo-Saxon terms.

Much of this is· instructive

and thought-provoking; some of it is amusing.

At the worst,

the reader who feels displeased and shocked by the riot of
emotions aroused in him by such sweeping accusations and indictments of Western civilization needs to remember, in the
words of one of the greatest Hindustani poets of the present
day, that this display of

11

Easterner is because he has

drunkenness" on the part of the
11

l
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tasted the wine in Europe's

glass":
An Eastern once tasted the wine in Europe's glass,
No wonder if he broke old vows in reckless glee.
The blood came surging up in the veins of his new-born
thought,
Predestination's bond slave, he learnt that man is free.
Let not thy soul be vexed with the drunkard's noise
and rout!
,\

1 Triveni, V.3:302-303, Nov.-Dec., 1932.
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0 Saqui, tell me fairly who 'twas that broached this
jar,
The scent of the rose showed first the way into the
garden,
Else how snould the nightingale have known that roses
are? 2
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THE SHOR'l' STORY

The short story has become today a most powerful means
of literary expression in India.

It seems to be more popu-

lar with Indo-Anglian writers than the novel,
In Triyeni, f);Le :tndo-Anglian bi-monthy mage.zine which,
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in a special manner is devoted to the interpretation of the
renaissance movements in the different linguistic units of
India, are to be found many fine examples of short stories,
evoking, with the talisman of the born story teller, an
atmosphere, a mood, an aroma so distinctively western, presented with such intuitive art and skill of portrayal as to
render the subj eot of further research in this field a fas.;
oinating study,

The raw material for these stories is taken

from various sources and affords plenty of variety.
The following story, .MaSUilll.it1, (the name of a village) ,
with 1 ts interesting setting, comes from Oentral India::
The writer's grandfather had been employed by Mr.
Clourtena.y, an English official in India,

While runnnaging

among some old papers in his house, he had come upon a file
of documents relating to his grandfather's days, among which
1 Muhammad Iqbal, (trans. by R. A. Nicholson), cited by

Anand, The Golden Breath, 85,
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he found part of a diary that had once been kept by Mr.

·~=

·SCi,~

Oo~rtenay.

He remembered, as a child, being made happy on

--

- - - - ---

L::J·

more than one occasion by a gift of sweetmeats at the hand

r-:~

of the Englishman.

e-

~

The story that the diary contained was

t;;·
F

so interesting that he proceeds to give it::.
The diary began with musings on the part of the writer
with respect to the British 'penchant' for transferring and
appropriating to themselves all the external indications of
India 1 s ancient civilization.

These musings were the out-

come of an incident that had lately taken place in his own
household..

His sister and her husband had just left him

after a visit.

John FarqUhar was a fine type of overseas

Britisher - one who loved India, who understood the Indian
people, their speech and ways, and who had done splendid
service in interpreting the country to the English people
through his writings.

Mr. Oourtenay felt that India owed

him a 1ebt of gratitude.
Farquhar's hobby was collecting Indian pictures and
statues with a view to forming a museum of his own.

He had

heard of a certain Indian gentleman, living at Masumatti,
a place somewhere in the vicinity, who had some splendid old
pictures in his possession.

A visit to this place was ac-

cordingly arranged.
Masumatti is now a mere hamlet - it has decayed as far
as the village can decay without becoming 1bechirakh 1 (lightless) , the word by which these people denote the night desolation of an uninhabited village. Besides the few straggling
houses in the outskirts, there are but four or five in the
village itself. The inhabitants are all cultivators. When
I had gone there a few days earl.ier, I had met an old man
"'--

:::::.:J;:.
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sunning himself on the verandah of his house. I asked him
why the village had come to this pass. I don't know how it
happens - but these people, even the humblest, have a grasp
of basic truths, and there is philosophy in their ordinary
talk. Their peasants have the manner of princes, and there
is a deep inward peace in their everyday lives. Well, when
I asked the old man why his village was decayed,
'All towns have to decay, 1 he answered,
1 But, 1 said I, 1 there are some that grow?'
1 They grow in growing time, and that over, ,;hey decay.'
'Had your town ever a growing time?' I asked. It was a
foolish question, but I wanted to get the old man to talk of
hie village, He smiled as he made answer: 1 0an age come unless youth have gone before?'
And then he went on to say that this crumbling village
had been the far-famed Mahishmati-nagara of the Puranas where
Kartavirya Arjuna had once reigned in his glory, and where
hundreds of royal houses had succeeded him and flourished and
fallen in their turn; till finally it had been overwhelmed
fighting against :Mussalman invade:J1s and dwindled into a hamlet •
• • , Now, mere emptiness and silence; even the imagination
can hardly people that wilderness of crumbling walls,
The owner of the pictures was interviewed.

He received

them with old world courtesy and lofty graciousness, and
brought out a few pictures painted with ordinary colours on
indifferent canvas, but with a flowing grace about their lines
that marked them as the work of an artist,

One especially,

the picture of the Hindu god, Gopalkrishna, held its audience spellboundl
What words can express the beauty of the pose, the daintiness of the fingers which held the flute to the wooing lips,
the infinite tenderness of the eyes! The body was gracefully
poised on one foot, so that the garland hung a little aslant
on the bosom. All this is easy to describe, but who oan describe the atmosphere of rapt and silent absorption - as
though all sound, all sense, all nature, had been merged and
lost in an infinite harmony,- the listening stillness of the
trees, the various pose of oow and calf surprised and spellbound in the aot of grazing and gambol ••• ? This man, surely,
saw his God as he painted Him!
Their host explained that all the pictures in his possession had been painted by his grandfather, long since dead.

~u
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The pictures were all of the god, Gopalkrishna,

Each pic-

ture, when finished, was laid sadly aside as failing to fulfill the Vision that had been vouchsafed him, and a new one
was begun.

After 1ixteen such pictures, he had produced the

one on exhibition.

This, however, had not satisfied him

either, and, after a period of several days of meditation
and prayer, he received fresh inspiration:
••• he started up from meditation crying, 11 :14y God is come"
and bade his wife bring cocoanuts, and flowers and fruit for
worship. Then he sat down to paint. The day was far stepped
into the night, and he was still at his picture.
In the meantime the town was suddenly attacl,ed by a band
of marauders.

Their host's grandfather was mortally wounded.

Just before dying, he murmured,

11

I 1 11 come back presently,

for I must finish my picture."
A tradition had since grown up in their family that the
grandfather would come back, would be reborn in their midst
to complete his picture.

The unfinished picture was jealously

guarded against the eyes of the outside world, lest it be unduly criticized through lack of understanding.

The advent

of every newborn baby into the family was the occasion of
longing hope and desire that he should develop a talent for
art as he grew, but in vain.

Only one, their host's little

grandson, he said, had ventured to assert what he thought his
ancestor had in mind to complete the painting, but he was too
young to be of much account.
At the earnest request of tne Farquhars, (and particularly because of a

1

something' - some peculiar compelling

ii
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quality in Emily's gaze) the picture was placed before them:
My God!' said Emily with a gasp,
We looked at it in silence for a while. It was a supreme picture.
'What did the artist intend painting below this oow, I
wonder?' said Farqw1ar when he found his voice. There was
a faint wavy line or two as of an outline commenced and broken o:ff.
'I don't know. It was just as he was about to fill the
canvas there that the alarm came, and he went out to die.•
I looked again, and it seemed to me that the artist
had meant to put another cow there; but one couldn't be sure.
Emily was still regarding the picture in silence.
1
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Mr. Farquhar begged his host to sell him the picture,
pointing out that it was not for his own pleasure or use that
he asked this, but :for the glory o:f his village and his country and to secure to his grandfather the recognition that was
his due...

The old gen'tleman, however, would not be moved,

even when Mr. Farquhar ventured to gently ridiCUle the idea
of the return to earth of his grandfather:
'What matters our thinking?' rejoined the old man. 'He
knows best who promised. It is clearly our duty to keep the
picture here waiting for him- and that was the wish of our
elders also. The rest is as God wills.'
Emily did not seem to have heard this talk.· She suddenly looked up from the picture.
'Shall I tell you what was in the artist's mind to paint
here?'
1 Do.' I said.
1 It seems to me, 1 said Emily, with a flush on her cheeks,
'it seems to me there should have been here a calf on its
eager way to the mother's milk, held in mid-career, and :fed
with the Divine melody. Whoso is fed with milk - even mother 1.s
milk - hungers again: but the nectar from the flute fills
forever more. Look, how all things in the picture show that
the melody has just begun.'
.
The old gentleman, in great exoi tement, exclaimed that
his little grandson had interpreted the picture in the same
way.

One could see the dawn of hope in his mind that his

---
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grandfather's promise to return had been fulfilled in the
-=- - -

person of his little grandson.
They left, promising to return four days henoe, for
their host's final answer to Mr. Farquhar's offer.
On their way baok, Emily, whose thoughts had been busy,
passionately denounced their actions to her husband, who expostulated:
'But don't you see we take these things only to proclaim
tbe greatness of this ocuntry to the world, and not through
m(!!re lust of possession?,•
'Much good wtll th~J.t kind of fame be to herl You tell
this man to make his little boy a. painter, end you take l!I.WS.Y
his picture. Is that doing him a great lot of good?,,,Ha.ve
you heard of a belief ~Wong these people that sometimes the
soul goes wandering forth from its bodY, leaving it t.emporarily untenanted, but intending to return to it •••• It seems to
me tbM t.he lovely body they oaJ.l 'Bbarata. Ma.ta' (Mother
India} is now in a. trance, and that her children are seated
weeping about her ••• Shall,we deface her frame, deprive her
of the things she holds sacred and beautiful, her necklace
and rings and bracelets, with the result that the returning
soul cannot recognize its own tenement 'P
.
As a result of this, Mr. FarqUhar decided he would not
try to acquire that pioture,
Yr. Oourtenay 1 s diary oonoludes with these words:

This ooourrenoe has confirmed to me another thought I
have had for some time. It may be we oan substitute our civ. ilic zation for the one these people have lost, but this woUld
reo.lly be the usurpation by an alifn soul of a. body which is
waiting for the return of its own.
In this story the writer has done what few story-writers
have the power to do, -he has interpreted a woman (Emily) -

an Englishwoman, at that, -by intuitive art. It is a.
1

M. V. Iyengar, 11 Masumatti, 11 Triveni, VII,3:225-237,

Nov.-Deo. 1934.
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spiri•ual portrait of a woman that he has given us, and a

=

woman's far-reaching influence, which bas a sense of novelty,

G-

emanating as it does from a Hindu pen.
~---

There are critics who, as we have seen, consider that
Rabindranatb Tagore 1 s finest work lies, not in his songs or

i~ his plays, but in his short stories.l Only a few of these
stories have been printed in English, but these show such
artistry and wealth of feeling in the handling of his themes
as to make worthwhile further research along this line.

Mr. Rhys points out that many of his short stories are
directed to showing the devotion and heroism of the Hindu
wife or woman)~
In the one called The-Ghat (river-stair), he makes the
stone stairs leading down to the Ganges turn narrator.

The

Ghat's memories individualize in the figure of a young girlKusum.

11

When her shadow fell on the water, I felt a longing

to hold it fast in my stones, suoh a rare loveliness it had."
We hear her at her play on the river-bank, with her playmates
ringing changes on her name-

1

Kusi, Rakkusi, Xhushi.'

We

see her taken away as a child-bride to her new home, from
which she returns after a year, as a widow.

We watch her

growing up in the ful.l beauty of her young womanhood, loving
the River Ganges like another self.

We see tragedy gradually

enter her life as she learns to love a wandering Sanyasi,
1 Triveni, Ohapter IV.
2 E. Rhys, Rs.bindranatb Tagore, 50~

11

a

llO
tall young ascetic with a radiant face and a form of great
beauty. 11

He discovers her love for him, and sternly ad-'

monishes her, as he leaves, to forget him.
Last of all, we see her, through the eyes of the Ghat,
stealing down to the river, her one friend.

"If it were not

to take her in its lap now in her trouble, who would?" ••• The
Ghat endS the tale:
The moon sank, the night grew dark; I heard the rush of
the water, and saw nothing beside, But the wind blew hard
as if it were trying to blow out the stars in heaven, for
fear their light should show the least glimpse of anything
on earth.. :My playmate, who had played so lonf on my stony
knees, slipped away - I could not tell where,

1 Oi ted by Rhys, Rabindranath Tagore, 51-641•.
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The century that ha.s elapsed since the passing of the
famous :Macaulayan

11

!!;

lUnute 11 which was the means of intra-

ducing English as the literary language of British India,
has shown conclusively that Indo-Anglian Literature - the
child born of this measure - has effected a synthesis
which offers some valuable contributions to English literature,
An examination of the synthesis connoted by the term
1 Indo-Anglian 1

brings with it a realization of the suc-

cessful bridging of a great gap that has been effected between Eastern and Western literary taste.

In reading Eng-

lish translations, be they ever so good - of the great
literary classics of India- so fundamental a difference
between Eastern and Western literary taste is revealed, as
to cause most of us to .leave Indian literature respectfully
alone.

Few of us, perhaps, realize that we are thereby

losing something valuable, and that this is one of the
limitations involved by a solely Western education.

How-

ever this may be, Indo-Anglian writers, such as Rabindranath Tagore, Dhan Gopal Mukerji, Harindranath Ohattopadhyaya, Cornelia Sorabji, Sarojini Naidu, Puran Singh, have
combined Western literary form, and the Western craving for
concrete realism and the

11

scientific 11 attitude, with East-

ern poetic fancy, an artistic delicacy of touch, and an
innate spiritual rapture which echoes cadences that were

~----

-
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written a thousand years ago in the old Vedic hymns,- all
'E---- -----

in so perfectly graceful and acceptable a style, as to enrich the literary world for all time with their writings.
Whe•her this is, indeed, the dawn-time of a new era
of Indian literary thought, or whether the racial animosi•ies and prejudices so unfortunately and yet inevitably
engendered by political differences and the growing national
consciousness of India, may cause an indifference in the
at•itude of the Indian people towards the nature of the
reception of their ideas by the West, remains to be seen.
·rhe:re are, already, indications of a change in outlook
towards the retention of English as the literary language
of India.

Consolidated attempts are now being made, in

many parts of India, to substitue Hindi for English, as the
language for all-India.

Such a change is voiced in a fair-

ly recent editorial in Triveni, the Indo-Anglian magazine
founded in 1928, to commemorate the Indian Renaissance:
As a :result of the increased interest in contemporary
literature in the Indian languages, our attitude to the
study of English and its use as a medium of literary expression is undergoing a rapid change. Gifted writers
like Harindranath Ohattopadhyaya and K. S. Venkataramani,
whose best work has so far been done in English, are now
writing with even greater felicity in Hindi or Tamil. Within two or three decades we are likely to witness far-reaching changes in thi.s direction. In a linguistically divided
Indian Federation the language of administration and of
public insttuction will be the provincial one for the
province, and Hindi for all-India. English will be studied
only by university students, business men, diplomats, or
scholars who viish to keep in touch with the main currents
of international culture. English poems, stories, or literary criticism may continue to be written by Indians, very
much in the manner of the Romanised Gauls and Iberians of
the Empire that employed La•in. Such at•empts will be

~o;;-==~-----~
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valued if they faithfully interpret the Indian point of
view. But the primacy will undoubtedly rest with the
writers in the Indian languages • .L
It has been laid down as a truism that nothing of
permanent good that has once been brought into contact
with the East will be wholly thrown away or rejected.
The future of Indo-Anglian Literature rests with
those leaders of Indian thought who, in a.n age free from
political storm and uncertainty, will rise up to proclaim
the union of that which is best in the East and West.

::;------

1 K. R. Rao, 11 0hanging Values", Tri veni, V,4:334-335,
Jan.-Feb., 1933,
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